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 For everyone who knows who they are 




Foreword


I don’t understand this place.


Of course, I do understand it. I’ve been out here for years now, and a dusting of familiarity has settled over everything. I no longer swoon with vertigo when only a pane of glass separates me from an abyss so vast a civilization’s whole history could unspool into it like a tiny fishing line into the ocean. I no longer try to peek around my hand in vain attempts to behold the life-giving hellfire at the heart of every system. I’ve watch great, terrible cities of steel in running shootouts across the hearts of constellations so distant they eluded my eyes in the night sky of Earth, jousting with pillars of light that could boil volcanoes. I just keep my head down.


When I say that I don’t understand this place, I say so because I hope the starkness of such a statement will help you feel how no amount of time can inure me to the strangest of all the things I have seen out here. The people.


Everything has a purpose, out here; a value, an intent, a way of being. Not a religious, divinely ordained purpose; not a utilitarian purpose, a possible use; but a way things are expected to happen, expectations of which violations are severe on a scale I never cease to underestimate.


Perhaps this is their curse. Earth is a world of overabundant plenty, and its children a people of fortitude and strength and, if we are being honest, petulance. We do not bow to those who do not inspire us; we flee and live off the land too easily to be forced into submission. Earth, patient mother to us all, makes it so easy to live alone. Out here there is so much more to see, and yet so much less to be had, that it is a struggle for them all to survive on their own. They fear turning their backs on the struggle because they cannot survive on their own, and that fear feeds the roots of submission. It is an alien thing to me, especially in faces so like mine.


The day is young, though. I may never need to understand it. Our strange touch is too hot for the stars to endure without catching fire. Earth’s blood is vivacious, hungry, defiant - to some a virulent poison, to others a hallowed cure. Oddly appropriate that it was Ada Liu who first reddened the waters with that blood.  



 Chapter 1 
 In a moment as brief as any other, Ada slipped across an unimaginable gulf of space. Jupiter’s deep pull puffed away like an inconvenient layer of dust, and she was somewhere different. This was not the silent eternity that swaddled Jupiter. Greyish shapes flitted about, pinning light against the black. Things were alive out here. 
 Another spacecraft flashed less than a klick outside the great window, hurtling towards the very gate they had come from, startling Ada into stepping back. She bumped into the shorter form of a colonial human. She turned and stared wide-eyed at Felisha Derksen, a leader of sorts on this strange alien ship, age starting to dim and fray the blond hair around her temples. Ada mouthed the words carefully. “Is it going to Earth?” 
 Felisha frowned, as though Ada had asked her a difficult question. It was Sanako, the younger and friendlier of these alien humans, who answered. “No. The gates go different places at different times. Only we went to Earth and back.” 
 Ada nodded, grateful their language hadn’t strayed too far from that of the old machines of Earth. Some words were almost the same; others grew more familiar by the hour, and through that familiarity, somehow, her brain beat a path to knowledge. And to speech, halting as it sometimes was. “Where are we? I don’t -” 
 Even as she turned around to take stock of the ship’s surroundings, she saw a massive absence of absence on the other side of the ship. She turned and jogged around the circular observation room, pressing her face up against the glass that separated them all from nothing. 
 A n alien world hung suspended in space before her, dusty-grey, marred with dark scars, wrapped in a cautiously yellow haze. It looked at first glance to be as large as Jupiter, but with its richer detail she felt it must be smaller and closer. No friendly blues or greens hid among those details, though, and she could only imagine it was a planetary desert, endless horizons of dunes and rocks stretching across a world that hid no water or woods or cities. A stillborn twin to Earth. 
 “What is this?” She turned back to the humans following her. Surely this wasn’t their home. Was it? “Is that Freyja?” 
 Sanako was about to speak when Felisha turned to her, her quick fluency a clear sign she didn’t care whether Ada understood. “Ensign Oshimi, make sure she reports to medical. We’ve already violated quarantine once; we can’t land or dock until we’ve been cleared. We have two days to get her and everyone else checked. Get her to cooperate, no matter what you have to do.” 
 Sanako nodded silently and made a gesture with her hand and her forehead, and Felisha returned to the ladder and climbed out of the observation room, leaving Ada to puzzle over maddeningly familiar words and sentences that didn’t quite make sense. What did they need to do? Why were they talking about medics? 
 More spacecraft zipped past the observation deck, great metal towers pushed forward by fire. Frowning, she looked at her feet, and considered the way this ship seemed structured around a central ladder that lead up and down. This ship, too, must be tower-shaped, and must be moving “up.” It was strangely dizzying to think about the lack of clear orientation in space; for all that she had flown her own starship, once, she had never felt this disoriented. 
 Sanako Oshimi turned to her and laid a hand on Ada’s shoulder. “Ada, please follow me. We need to get you a medical checkup.” 
 “A what?” Not all the words made sense to her, though they sounded familiar. It couldn’t actually be about medics - she wasn’t injured. 
 Sanako smiled tightly. “Don’t worry. Just follow me.” 
 Ada didn’t know what else to do. Here she was, standing in an alien spaceship crewed by oddly short and sickly humans and pointy-eared, furry mirrans who hadn’t seen or heard from Earth in a thousand years. There was a subdued strangeness to everything conversation they had, one she had yet to make sense of. She was so far from everything she understood. She followed. 
 Sanako led her down the ship’s spine of a ladder, down to another level and into an absurdly clean-looking white room. There was another human standing there who exchanged words with Sanako too quick and quiet for Ada to truly grasp, then the ensign turned and smiled. “Ada, would you like me to stay?” 
 “Yes.” Ada frowned. “Keep talking, slow. I need to learn.” 
 Sanako nodded and sat on a bench as the other woman introduced herself. She was pale, golden-haired, and looked quite old, with wrinkles starting to form on her skin and odd blotches on her hands. Ada wondered if the reason the ship seemed mostly packed with people a few years from death was because they considered visiting Earth a suicide mission. “Ada Liu, is that right? My name is Cheren. Could you take that suit off?” 
 Undress? Ada stared at Sanako, who had blinked in equal surprise, as though she hadn’t thought this through. “What? Why?” 
 Cheren tapped a device in her hand. “We need to check your skin for diseases, allergies, health issues.” 
 She understood only diseases; it wasn’t the first time that word had come up. Ada had seen diseased animals and trees and farmwood crops, and she knew any living thing could theoretically get sick. The technophage that had leveled Earth civilization was a sort of disease, after all. But for all that, she had never known a human to suffer any disease besides old age. It was absurd. “I’m fine.” 
 Sanako pursed her lips. “Even then, you might have something dangerous to  us .” 
 Ada looked at Sanako, youthful but oddly short; she considered aging Cheren and aging Felisha and at the general… frumpiness of the people she had seen here. Suddenly everything made sense. “Are you  all  sick?” 
 Cheren exchanged an odd glance with Sanako. “No, don’t worry. You’re safe.” 
 She frowned, more worried for the colonials than herself. Why was everyone short or ugly or both if they hadn’t been ravaged by disease? She opened her mouth, then she considered that question might not go over very well. Fine. If they were frail and scared of her, she might as well help them see she was no threat. 
 She stood up and reached into her pocket, gripping her locator stone firmly in one hand. With her other she reached behind her neck, holding onto the suit’s vertebrae as the inky black material oozed and sloughed off her body, back into the metal that she placed neatly onto the white countertop. “Okay. Check me.” 
 Sanako seemed to blush a bit and turned her head, but the older woman was nonplussed, guiding her to stand on a square on the floor. When Ada stood on it, numbers appeared on a previously inconspicuous part of the wall, and Cheren read them under her breath, as though only for herself. “204 centimeters tall, heart rate… 42 beats per minute, weight...” 
 She frowned, and turned to Ada. 
 “Step off, then on again.” 
 Ada didn’t know what was going on, but the were numbers about her, so she couldn’t help but be curious. She complied, and the numbers appeared again. Cheren seemed to scowl, though, and turned to her again. “Can you let your arms fall slack?” 
 “What about my arms?” 
 Cheren mimed letting her arms fall limp to her side, so Ada did that. The doctor reached over and tried to lift her arm, and her eyes widened as she let it drop again. “Good god.” She peered up at Ada. “You actually  do  weigh 105.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “105 kilograms is very heavy. But you don’t  look  heavy.” Cheren took a step back, contemplative. “I wonder if it’s bone or muscle. Maybe a bit of both.” 
 She glanced at Sanako. “What is she doing? Is this going to take long?” 
 Sanako glanced between them. “Just checking little things. Doctor, please continue, I’ll keep her occupied. Ada, do you have a family?” 
 Family. The word made her think of the locator stone in her palm, even though Isavel wasn’t family. Maybe she could have been. Cheren started guiding her to another machine, and Ada let her do what she wanted, posing her as necessary. “No. Dead.” 
 Sanako looked surprised. “Oh… I’m sorry. No brothers? Sisters? Spouse?” 

Sister  sounded like her word for sibling, so perhaps  brother  was a cousin. She couldn’t guess anything for  spouse , and was still wondering why Cheren was fussing over numbers.   “Nobody. What’s a spouse?” 
 “Someone you married.” 
 Another meaningless word, one that didn’t even vaguely resemble anything Ada knew. She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think so?” 
 Sanako gave a light snort of amusement, then mimed with her hands at Ada’s closed fist. “What’s that?” 
 Ada held it up, struggling to imagine what she should call it. “It helps me remember someone I…” 
 She thought about it. She wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence, but Sanako tried for her. “Loved?” 
 “I don’t know. It’s complicated. She’s gone.” 
 Sanako looked sad. “Dead?” 
 “No, she’s alive - but -” It was not a conversation she wanted to have in any language. “ I’m  gone. Here.” 
 Sanako nodded and laid an arm on her shoulder, though the doctor shooed her away as she lead Ada to yet another machine. The ensign reached into her own pockets and pulled something out, a flat rectangular device that flashed and displayed an image on it. It was the one Ada had seen earlier, of Sanako and her family. Her mothers and her sister. “This is my family.” 
 Ada glanced at it again, seeing the clear pride in her mothers’ faces. “They look nice. Who is your father?” 
 Something shifted imperceptibly on Sanako’s face, and she pursed her lips. “I don’t have a father. Just two mothers.” 
 Ada frowned. Some people didn’t like to talk about one parent or the other, of course. But She got the sense this was different. She also didn’t have the words to ask. “How, um…” 
 Sanako gestured vaguely at the equipment around them. “Machines.” 
 Ada blinked. Machines. Machines could make a child from two mothers? Without somebody going through a geneforge to do the deed? It sounded like a fairy tale; for once, finally, her mouth hung open in awe. She reached out to touch Sanako’s face, wondering if maybe, in another life… “Machines?” 
 Sanako looked visibly uncomfortable, though, and pushed Ada’s hand away. “Ada, this is a ...   I’m a regular person. It’s not important.” 
 Cheren gave a snort. “I’m a doctor, ensign, not a fundamentalist. Don’t worry about me.” 
 Ada didn’t understand the comment - her best guess was that there were people like Venshi out here as well, people who hated technology and anything that came of it, even people who came of it.  Fundamentalist , was it? She wasn’t one of those either. She tried to smile at Sanako. “I think it’s wonderful.” 
 Sanako blinked, suddenly disarmed and confused, and gave a faltering smile. “Oh. Um. Thank you?” 
 The ensign clearly wanted to talk about other things, though, so Ada obliged. “Where are we going?” 
 “Freyja. A planet, a colder planet. The capital city of the Union is called Daneer.” 
 “The Union?” 
 Cheren was running something through Ada’s hair - it was a struggle for her to reach so high. “Hold on, we’ve got a lot to run through. Miss Liu - Ada - have you been sick recently?” 
 Ada smirked. “I’m not a cow.” 
 The doctor stared at her for a moment. “Headaches? Fever? Nausea? Rashes?” 
 Completely foreign words. Ada glanced at Sanako, who hummed at the difficulty of translating when clearly Ada knew nothing about this. Had another weapon like the technophage made everybody here prone to illness? “I’m fine.” 
 Cheren shook her head tiredly at Sanako as she picked through Ada’s hair. Sanako shrugged the subject off entirely. “The Colonial Union is the, um, government… there are twelve planets. Together. And the Union is all of them.” 
 This was more relevant information. “Twelve worlds.” Ada was simultaneously astounded - twelve new Earths? - and relieved.  Only  twelve. It could be a lot worse. “What’s a government?” 
 Sanako blinked. “Oh, um, well, it’s a group of people who pass laws, and regulate the economy and the military, and… you know, make big decisions.” 
 She repeated the ones she couldn’t guess. “Pass laws? Regulate? Economy? Military?” 
 “I, um…” Sanako glanced at the doctor, who shook her head. 
 “Specifically, ensign, I’m a doctor of epidemiology. Not political theory.” 
 Sanako’s laugh was dry and unamushed, but if it wasn’t straightforward it might be best to learn those words later. Ada waved her hand. “Okay. So the Union is twelve planets.” 
 “Yes. Oh, right!” Suddenly Sanako lit up, something childlike coming over her. “Freyja and Athena are the most influential worlds. Tlaloc, Raijin, Vesta and Caishen are also pretty big. The other worlds are a little smaller - there’s Ishtar, Chang’e, Ganesha, Osiris, Inti, and Perun. Each world has a mirran name, too. There are nineteen billion people in the Union.” 
 There was a lilt to the way she pronounced the planets’ names, like they were fragments of a song. Ada could ask about that later, but for now she focused on the more obvious gaps in her vocabulary. “What’s a billion?” 
 Sanako blinked. “Do you know what a million is?” 
 She knew it was a vast number, but it wasn’t specific the way a thousand was a ten hundreds and a hundred was ten tens. “Yes? It’s a big number.” 
 “Well, a billion is a thousand millions.” 
 “How many thousands?” 
 “Um…” She started counting on her fingers. “A million is a thousand thousands. A billion is a thousand millions. So a thousand thousand… thousands.” 
 Ada burst out laughing. She could barely comprehend what Sanako was saying. Did she actually mean - really , literally  - that there were  nineteen thousand thousand thousand  people across these twelve planets? She looked up at the doctor, who was staring blankly at her, and suppressed her laughter. “Sorry, I - well. That’s a lot.” 
 Sanako’s lips curled. “How many people are there on Earth?” 
 Ada thought back, and sobered a bit when she realized she had no idea. How should she know that? She had never asked Cherry or the gods, come to think of it. “I don’t know. The biggest city I know is Glass Peaks. It has… maybe ten thousand people?” 
 It was Sanako’s turn to laugh, and she did so with wide eyes and a strange look of glee. “Ten  thousand? ” 
 Ada nodded, as Cheren ran something odd and scraping down the skin of her arm. “Your cities must be bigger.” 
 Sanako made an odd head-tilting gesture that almost looked mirran. “Daneer has eighty-six million people. Biggest city on all the twelve.” 
 Ada leaned forward and buried her face in her hands. Eighty-six million people in a single city? She couldn’t even begin to imagine what eighty-six million people  was . Where did they all come from? How did they find room to live? How did they feed themselves? They must have thousands of farm towers all around the city, or whole swathes of planet covered in farmwood or fields. 
 And how many more such cities waited across the twelve planets? 
 Wait. Something was wrong. 
 Ada ran through her memories of the conversation, but they were spotty. “Sanako, did you say -” 
 “Miss Liu, I need to take a blood sample.” Cheren was looking at her expectantly, with something long and thin and terribly sharp-looking in her hand. Ada’s eyes widened. 
 “Blood? Why?” 
 “I need to test for diseases.” 
 She had already checked her own blood. It was pure, purer than anybody else’s. It made her… her. “I don’t have any diseases.” Ada felt her heart beat faster. She didn’t want to give them blood. What would they do if they had it? They certainly didn’t need it. “No, no blood.” 
 “Miss Liu, it’s part of the protocol. I need to -” 
 She turned to Sanako. “Why is she calling me Miss? That’s not my name. Tell her I won’t give her any blood.” 
 “It won’t hurt.” Cheren pointed at Sanako. “She’ll do it too. Ensign, maybe if she watches me draw blood from you -” 
 “No!” Ada stepped back, squaring her shoulders. “Not from me.” 
 Sanako looked distressed, and laid a hand on the doctor’s shoulder. “Can we maybe skip this part? Blood might be sacred to them.” 
 “I’m sorry, ensign, but the mission’s quarantine clearance protocol is clear.” 
 Sanako glanced at Ada. “She’s… look, if we try to get blood from her and she stops cooperating entirely -” 
 “We need to check for bloodborne pathogens.” Cheren raised an eyebrow. “I simply can’t do that without blood.” 
 “I…” Sanako pursed her lips. “Ada, it won’t hurt. We don’t do anything… bad with it.” 
 “I don’t care what you say.” She lifted her hand slightly, hoping she wouldn’t have to get herself out of this situation violently. “I don’t mind poking and measuring but she’s not taking pieces of me. Just -” Arguing would just confuse them more, wouldn’t it? “Just, no.” 
 Sanako groaned and turned to Cheren. “I’m sorry, doctor, but in the interest of getting her to cooperate, I have to invoke my authority as a commissioned officer and ask you to skip this segment of the procedure. You can note my name in your report.” 
 “As an officer,  ensign? ” After a moment of letting the words hang there, Cheren shrugged and put away the thin, sharp object, replacing it with something attached to a wire. “Very well. Ada - I’m going to wrap this device around your wrist. It won’t take any… pieces.” 
 She contemplated the object for a moment, deciding that if there was any foul play, she could easily slow time and strike out. She let the doctor wrap the thing around her wrist as her mind bounced back to the biggest problem in this conversation so far. “Sanako - you said twelve planets.” 
 Sanako blinked, and started rolling the names off again as in song. “Yes. Freyja, Athena, Tlaloc, Raijin, Vesta, Caishen, Ishtar, Chang’e, Ganesha, Osiris, Inti, Perun.” 
 Ah. There it wasn’t. “What about Mir?” 
 Sanako’s pale golden face momentarily went blank, then Ada watched her face ripple with the dark echo of history’s answer to her question. Mir had been destroyed, just like Earth. 
 Thunder exploded in her brain. She had to tell Zhilik. His people had abandoned Earth, a planet their ancestors had lived on for a thousand years, in the hopes of returning to Mir. They had to know. 
 She pulled off the wrist device, snapping it apart to the doctor’s surprised yelp, and lunged for her suit, pressing it back on in a hurry. Sanako raised her arms in panic. “Ada - Ada it was a long time ago. There was - there was a war -” 
 “Does  anybody  live there?” 
 “No. We can’t. It’s irradiated.” Sanako looked desperate for words. “Contaminated? Poisoned? Toxic? We can’t live there. Most animals can’t -” 
 As the suit finished melding to her body, Ada pointed to the door. She had no idea where the outers were. “They called you - they came here - to go to Mir.” 
 Sanako was shaking her head. “Mir is  dead . Deader than Earth. Ada -” 
 “Bring me to them.” 
 Sanako fumbled for her comm, but Ada snapped out a crackle of dark code and yanked the device into her waiting fingers. “No. Bring me  now .” 
 Ada had stood on top of that ziggurat and watched as their only home was destroyed around them. They had come to the stars looking for an unbroken past to heal their present, and so had she. She had lived with them, eaten with them, helped them along as they had helped her. She wasn’t going to let some stuffy colonial soldier parrot the news at them or keep them in the dark. 
 She stormed out into the hallway, faced the ladder leading into the ship, and - stopped. Shit. She had no idea where she was going. She turned around to see Sanako, supremely uncomfortable-looking, right behind her. “Sanako, will you help me find Zhilik?” 
 The ensign looked like she was in way over her head, but nodded. “Your friend? The mirran? I - of course. I know where the Earth mirrans are, just follow me. But Ada - please don’t tell them. Not yet. They need to be ready.” 
 Ada was determined to tell them at the soonest possible opportunity, but she nodded anyway. She tried running over ways to break the news in her head as she followed Sanako, climbing down the ladder into a deeper part of the ship, but there were no good ideas. It was terrible news no matter which way she looked at it, and though it was ancient history to these colonials, she knew the crushing immediacy it would have for Zhilik and his kin. 
 When they reached the outers, holed up in a broad, windowless storage area near the shuttle bay, her eyes scanned the crowd for Zhilik. He was nowhere to be found, but another familiar face did appear - Arshak, the doctor who had helped her with the equipment needed to manipulate and solve the technophage. The outers’ furry face split into a familiar toothy grin when they made eye contact. “Ada Liu! I am very glad to see you - we would not be here without you.” 
 Ada was relieved to be able to slip into a more familiar Earth tongue, though she couldn’t force herself to sound very happy. “Arshak! I’m glad you made it. I’m looking for Zhilik. Where is he?” 
 “On the far side of this floor. They are running medical exams. Jhoru is with him, translating.” Arshak’s ears twitched nervously. “They have not told us much, but it sounds like we have reached another star system. Are we approaching Mir?” 
 Ada bit her lip, and rested a hand on Arshak’s shoulder. “No, we’re heading for a colony called Freyja. We’ll reach it in around two days. Arshak, I  really  need to see Zhilik.” 
 The doctor nodded, but flatted her ears in well-founded unease. “Very well. Come.” 
 The ensign followed her anyway, glancing between her and Arshak, trying to sound calm. “That’s a very different language, Ada. How did you learn ours so quickly?” 
 Ada only absently realized Sanako hadn’t understood the exchange. “You talk like the old machines on Earth.” At that, Sanako’s eyes widened. Why? She should ask later; right now she was in no mood for colonial foibles. 
 As they rounded a bend in the storage area, Ada saw several of the outers being tended to by white-clad doctors like Cheren, most of them mirran - the same species, even if they were separated by a thousand years of time and cultural memory. There were also mirrans dressed like Sanako - guards, perhaps. “Sanako, who are those?” 
 She peered. “Other ensigns. Ada -” 
 “Zhilik!” 
 He was sitting with Jhoru, who was being examined by a doctor. One of the mirran soldiers approached and he quickly descended into colonial patter with Sanako, but Ada rushed past him. 
 “Zhilik, I need to talk to -” 
 Sanako grabbed her arm, pulling her towards the mirran soldier. Her voice was not as steady as she might have liked. “Ada, this is Ensign Orrosk Derrat. His aunt is Admiral Izha Derrat, who is -” 
 Ada flapped her hand at them. She knew a distraction when she saw one. She rounded on Zhilik and stepped closer, leaning down towards his triangular ears and speaking in her own native tongue. “Zhilik, Mir was destroyed. Centuries ago. There’s nothing left.” 
 For a brief second, he froze. Jhoru had clearly heard her as well, but held still for the doctor with admirable calm. The sudden silence between the three of them apparently spoke volumes to both Sanako and Orrosk; she muttered what might have been a curse, he simply gaped openly at them. 
 After a painful moment, Zhilik shook his head, then took a deep breath. “Ada, do not tell the others yet.” 
 She glanced between him and Jhoru, whose ears were flat as she stared at Ada. “What?” 
 “This is terrible news, but clearly there  are  mirrans who survived. We will learn -” 
 “You need to understand!” She glanced around, and other outers nearby were starting to pay attention. She dug through her brain, trying to weave together the outers’ own native words. She had picked up enough of it for this simple task. She hissed the words under her breath. “Mir is dead. There is no Mir.” 
 The language switch alarmed Zhilik enough that he immediately stood. “Ada, please, do not -” 
 She shouted out into the hold, her tongue and lips twisting and growling around the words. “Mir is dead! There is no Mir!” 
 The effect was instant. A silence rippled outward among the outers, and into the silence fell gaze upon gaze, all sliding back to its source, to Ada. Sanako was breathing shallow behind her, whispering in the colonial tongue. “Ada, please tell me you didn’t -” 
 Murmurs, at first. Then words, spoken clearly, questions hurled, cries, shouts. The entire hold rumbled with the shattering of hundreds of dreams at once. There was no homeworld. There were only other places, other castoffs, other fragments of the past. There was no home. 
 “There are twelve worlds!” Ada shouted the words at them. “But Mir is gone - all there is -” 
 Zhilik took a step towards her, and for once he looked displeased. “They are not listening, Ada. They  cannot , now that - ” 
 A hand was tapping her frantically on the shoulder. Sanako. “Ada - Ada, please  give me my comm  -” 
 She handed the device back and turned to stare around the scene. People were shouting - shouting at the mirran and human soldiers standing around them. Sanako and Orrosk were shouting into their comms in two different languages. 
 It was loud. Far too loud. A sense of dread crept over her, as Ada wondered what, exactly, she had expected to happen. She hadn’t  expected  anything. She just had to say it. 
 Sanako grabbed her and pointed at Zhilik. “Is he in charge?” 
 “What? I don’t know, I don’t think -” 
 “What about the translator?” She was pointing at Jhoru. “Ada, we need to talk to someone in charge -” 
 “Fine, yes, them.” 
 The mirran ensign Orrosk gestured, and suddenly they were all being escorted away. Nobody was touching them, but the soldiers’ body language made clear Ada, Zhilik and Jhoru needed to move. They didn’t go far, turning into a small and mostly bare storage room that had the benefit of a door. Orrosk shut it behind them and Sanako rounded on Ada, breathing heavily through her nose, visibly trying to control her language. 
 “Ada, this is going to cause problems -” 
 “I don’t care.” She crossed her arms and looked at Jhoru, knowing the linguistically gifted outer should be able to understand at least some of this as well. “Explain what happened.” 
 “Fine. Yes.” Sanako crossed her own arms in response. “We need to explain it to  someone , now, so they can explain it to the others. In your own terms.” 
 “Okay - Zhilik, questions? Or else I’ll ask mine.” 
 Zhilik sat unhappily on a crate that was bolted to the floor. “How did they receive our transmissions if Mir was... destroyed? We specifically sent the messages to Mir.” 
 She looked back to the colonials. The other soldiers had stayed outside, leaving Sanako and this Orrosk Derrat alone with them. Orrosk’s ears looked panicked as Ada translated. “Mir. If it was ruined, how did you get the signal from Earth?” 
 Orrosk glared angrily at Sanako, as though it were her fault Ada had trampled into this, and for a moment Ada pitied Sanako whatever scorn she might get for no fault of her own. He answered her directly, though, in an accent little different to Sanako’s. “We have satellites orbiting Mir, watching it. Unlike  Earth , Mir isn’t  surrounded by a giant  battlestation that blasts anything that comes close. Some of our satellites received your message and started re-broadcasting in every direction.” 
 “What?” 
 “The satellite.” Sanako looked frustrated. “It just broadcast your message in a bubble, every direction!” 
 That fact was the least interesting thing about this. “I don’t care about that. What’s a satellite?” 
 Sanako covered her eyes briefly and winced. “Machines in orbit around a planet. They just have sensors and comms, no people.” 
 Ada translated that back to Zhilik and Jhoru, but Jhoru wasn’t going to let that be enough, asking the colonials directly in a reasonable approximation of their language. “How was Mir destroyed? What does that even mean, if the planet is still there?” 
 The two colonials exchanged glances and squirmed uneasily, but Sanako was quick to speak. “There is a lot of… history. The planet is uninhabitable. Deadly. The technical details aren’t important, but it will probably take another five hundred years before anything bigger than insects can live there.” 
 Ada’s eyes narrowed. They weren’t just summarizing - there was something here they disliked talking about. She needed to know what. “ Who  destroyed Mir?” 
 Sanako clasped her arms as though it were suddenly cold in the room. It wasn’t. The fur on Orrosk’s head rose a little and he flatted his ears again, but he spoke this time, and there was a note of fear in his voice. “We don’t know for certain who attacked Earth and Mir. After the Armistice the colonies were independent and the homeworlds were blockaded. But soon after Earth and Mir went silent, the sixteen original colonies were attacked too.” 
 “Sixteen? I thought -” Ada’s eyes widened at the implication. “Oh gods.” 
 Sanako nodded solemnly. “They somehow got through our jumpgates and used them to invade our systems. Their flagship completely glassed one of the original colonies before we knew what was going on. The Union destroyed all its jumpgates to stop them from reaching other systems, but that also cut Union planets off from one another. And they kept coming anyway, pushing whole fleets and new jumpgates into our systems at sublight speeds. It took them decades for each one, but they kept coming.” 
 Both Sanako and Orrosk looked cowed and nervous at this inherited memory. 
 “Two more colonies were glassed, and the smallest one collapsed on its own after being cut off. Terraforming failures. Half our population died one way or another. Most of the planets weren’t even finished terraforming, and we had these… things attacking us. They stopped, eventually, but we were barely alive, and after the last enemy ships were gone it took us two hundred years to get back on our feet and reestablish interstellar travel, and another two hundred to really stabilize all the planet ecologies. They pushed us to the brink of extinction.” 
 Sanako looked at Ada, biting her lip. 
 “We call them Haints.”  




Chapter 2

 Ada was glad for the window. There was something soothing about watching ships slide across distant stars almost fixed against the dark. She had been granted a few hours to sleep and had taken them gladly - she wasn’t sure when she’d get another chance. Then Sanako had come to bring her to this windowed room with words assuring her everything was fine and a tone telling her it really wasn’t. 
 The colonials were unhappy with her stirring the midden, and their leaders had decided to “meet” her. She wasn’t sure what they were - they might be  admirals  or  admiralty  or even  officers . She held her locator stone to her palm with her thumb, pressing each other finger against it in sequence, waiting. 
 When the door next opened, it did so for two people who did not impress her. An older human man with dark brown skin and a crooked, hawkish nose, and alongside him a brown-and-black striped mirran woman. They wore matching, blocky pattern of greys and dark blues, clothes differing only to account for their different body structures They sat down across from her in silent synchrony. The greatest difference between them was that the anger obvious on the human seemed absent from the mirran. 
 Sanako cleared her throat and pointed to the human. “Ada Liu, this is Admiral Senjat Ashur, two stars.” Titles that meant nothing to Ada. “And this is Admiral Izha Derrat, two stars. They’re jointly in charge of this expedition.” 
 With the same title, they must be equals; Ada opened her mouth to address the mirran, given the nature of the disturbance. But it was the human who got the first word out, his voice slow and drawling as though he were stupid enough to think she were stupid. 
 “Ada Liu. That’s your name?” 
 She turned from Izha to this Senjat and nodded, resting her arms on the table. “Yes.” 
 “We should have kept an eye on you.” He leaned back. “We barely paid attention when you climbed onto our ship and now look at you, running around sending the refugees into a panic. What are you trying to do?” 
 She thought it was obvious. Maybe he  was  stupid. “Tell them the truth.” 
 “You hurt them, is what you did.” He glanced at Izha Derrat, who made a silent gesture Ada couldn’t interpret. “Well, let’s talk truth. What do you want? I don’t want you causing any more trouble.” 
 “Trouble?” Ada scowled. Who did he think he was? “I’m here to learn. I need to know what happened to Earth, so that -” 
 “Some genetically engineered pathogen broke out, the AI on that station went haywire and started killing people, civilization collapsed.” He made a repulsive face and flapped his hand dismissively. “Nothing you wouldn’t expect from that kind of meddling. So what? It’s been a thousand years.” 
 She blinked at some of the odder words, but she got the distinct sense he did not know or care about the details of the Fall. “Did you defeat the Haints?” 
 A dark look crossed his face. “They’re gone, and I’d like to keep it that way. That’s what matters. So what, you’ll be happy if we just let you loose on our planets?” 
 She glanced at Sanako. “I suppose I want to meet your scholars.” 
 They frowned a bit, and Sanako offered them a similar-sounding word that they seemed to understand better. Senjat made to speak, but Izha Derrat cut him off, her voice growlier than the human’s. “I’m sure our scholars will want to meet you as well. But there will be time for that after.” 
 “After what?” 
 “Someone will fill you in soon.” Senjat was looking at a small screen in his hand. “You didn’t provide a blood sample. It says - Ensign, you commanded the doctor to skip the blood sample?” 
 Sanako’s face suddenly started to redden. “I - it was my understanding that we needed her to be cooperative, sir, and the blood draw was making her anxious -” 
 “We need biological samples.” He laid the device down on the table and stared at Sanako. “You had no right to pull rank on the doctor to break protocol, Ensign. Report to disciplinary processing immediately. We can’t tolerate this kind of -” 
 He was wasting everybody’s time at this point, most importantly Ada’s, so she cut him off with words as clear and straightforward as she could. “I’m keeping my blood. I told her I’d kill them if they tried anything.” 
 He turned away from the ensign, glancing between Ada and Sanako for a moment, and huffed. Izha flicked her ear in annoyance. “Ensign Oshimi, disregard that last command. Crew safety takes priority, of course; I just wish the note in the doctor’s report were a bit more clear. We’ll arrange for something.” 
 Sanako breathed an obvious sigh of relief. “Yes, Admiral, thank you, sir.” 
 Senjat stood up, visibly trying to control himself. “This is a waste of time. Ensign, keep a leash on the savage.” 
 Ada hated him already, more than anything because he himself seemed predisposed to dislike her. Perhaps he was merely unhappy about not being in control. Either way, she was glad to watch him walk out the door. 
 Izha Derrat was still sitting there, her slitted pupils carefully sliding between Sanako and Ada. “Ensign, you’re here as part of Derksen’s staff, correct? Report to her immediately if you run into any more trouble. We’ll be anchoring over Daneer in thirty-eight hours and the Presidency will be waiting. Delegates are landing to convene as we speak. We need her presentable and communicative. We have neurolinguists banging their heads on their desks trying to figure out how she’s learning to speak so quickly, but all I know is she’s obviously learning it from you. Keep doing whatever you’re doing so well.” 
 Sanako stood up and held a closed fist over her left shoulder, the reddish tint seeping out of her face. “Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” 
 Ada watched the mirran admiral carefully, but though their gazes crossed, the admiral didn’t address her at all as she left the room. Sanako breathed a clear sigh of relief as she turned to face Ada. “Thank you.” 
 Ada blinked. “For what?” 
 “For telling him you threatened us.” Sanako glanced aside. “I shouldn’t have convinced Cheren to skip the blood draw. It’s not my place.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. Had she spared Sanako some kind of retribution? What in the worlds were they so fussy about? “It’s not  anybody’s  place to take my blood. I wasn’t going to give you any choice. And Senjat talks too much about nothing.” 
 Sanako blinked. “Well - thank you anyway. I think he likes you even less now.” 
 She bared her teeth. “Let him.” Then her stomach reminded her what teeth were usually for. “Uh, I’m hungry. Can we eat?” 
 The ensign made an expression like she’d just been hit in the face by wind. “I - uh - yes, I have rations in my bunk. Follow me.” 
 They reached the bunk fairly quickly and shared the dense, flavourless food Sanako seemed to eat all the time. Did the Union eat anything aside from these crumbly bars? Sanako insisted they did have identifiable food on their planets, so that gave Ada at least some measure of hope. 
 Their conversation grew smoother and smoother as they talked, and over the hours Ada learned a great many superficial facts about the planets of this Union. Sanako was especially fond of her own homeworld, Vesta, and Ada took several opportunities to ask about her mothers, which seemed both relaxing and strange for Sanako to talk about. 
 Unfortunately, little Ada learned about the Union was very hopeful. She got the sense that people lived intolerably strict lives of constant trade and rules and toil. But sitting in front of a person born with the blood of two mothers continued to fill her with a quiet sense of wonder and hope, and a collection of twelve worlds living together as a whole was undeniably impressive. This was the sort of unexpected thing she had come out here to find. Perhaps there was more, all of it seeming so normal to the Union that Sanako wasn’t even mentioning it. 
 They kept her isolated from Zhilik and the other outers, aside from a few supervised visits, but that was tolerable - they needed time to process the news about Mir, after all. She hoped it helped that their ancestors had had another homeworld for a thousand years prior. 
 When they finally neared the end of their journey, they were all brought to the observation room together. She found Zhilik and he rested a hand on her shoulder, and together they stared out the window at the first truly living alien world they had ever seen. Freyja. 
 At such close range, the planet dominated the view. It was a vast, incredible sphere swathed in long, swirling white clouds that obscured much of the ground. On what surface she could see, pale blue lakes and seas in oddly circular clusters peppered vast, flat-colored plains of pale greens and pale blues, with blotches of darker green and ridges salted with deep greys and pure white anchoring the rest of the world around them. 
 The planet’s infrastructure was on full display as well. Pillars of Heaven; Ada counted six long, thin structures stretching from the surface out into space, all of them arranged in a line as though circling the planet’s waist. They were quite evenly spaced, and Ada imagined there were others on the far side of the planet as well. All around these pillars were swarms of spacecraft, with a few scattered ships landing on or leaving the planet directly. 
 Ada breathed a sigh, and smiled a little. “It’s no Earth, but it’ll do.” 
 Zhilik hissed in hollow laughter. “You do not sound confident.” 
 The ships she could see came in all sorts of sizes, but their shapes and colours were remarkably uniform - monochrome boxes jutting with angular protrusions here and there. They did not look elegant or sleek or anything else Ada might have associated with ancient technology. Worrisomely, it was almost as though the Union had regressed. 
 Zhilik pointed to Freyja. “The Haints have been gone for hundreds of years. It is possible any threat to the Union, and to Earth, is over. This civilization has obviously been prospering.” 
 Ada gazed at the planet, and at the space dock they were rapidly approaching, feet-first. She rolled the locator stone around in her hand. “Prospering? Zhilik, everything here is so… primitive.” 
 Zhilik bobbed his head. “You say, standing in an interstellar starship.” 
 “More primitive than Earth, at its peak. You know what I mean. If this is their prosperity… what if I’m wasting my time?” 
 Zhilik looked back at her, and down at the hand that held her locator stone tightly. He sighed. “They will not be bringing you back. They told us as much.” 
 “That doesn’t mean I can’t get  myself  back.” 
 His ears twitched. “You are too quick to judge.” 
 She put her other hand on the glass. “There’s good out here. They have some ancient powers we don’t, some knowledge of how to create new life. But is that it? Is everything else just a pale shadow of Earth? I’m not sure how I feel about a city with eighty-six million people in it, either. That’s…” 
 Zhilik nodded, his voice low. “I am also concerned. My people have not taken well to the news that Mir was destroyed - I think many imagined a world full of people like them, where they would be understood and welcomed. Instead we will be landing on a planet equally shared by our brethren and yours, hoping only that these colonies somehow substitute for our homeworld.” 
 There was a gentle cough behind her, and Ada turned to find Sanako standing there with that mirran ensign Orrosk. Sanako addressed them both. “Ada, Zhilik, we’ll be docking shortly. We’ll be in microgravity again, so be prepared. Admiral Ashur would like Ada to join the rest of the human crew in descending after the mirrans. You’ll be brought to the same accommodations on the planet, though, so don’t worry about being separated.” 
 She nodded, and patted Zhilik on the shoulder. “Go on, then. I’ll see you down there.” 
 “Yes. Do not do anything rash, Ada.” 
 “Do something rash. Got it.” 
 He hissed and followed Orrosk away, down the ladder and out of sight. Ada stood with Sanako on the observation deck, finally noticing that the ship seemed to be slowing down. 
 “Did the… medical tests tell you anything?” 
 Sanako shrugged. “I was told you were cleared to land, and that blood wouldn’t be needed after all. All I know is you’re unnaturally tall and heavy, especially for a woman.” 
 Ada frowned. “What do you mean, for a woman?” 
 Sanako blinked. “Well, you know, men are bigger than women, usually.” 
 Ada tilted her head. She had seen more than enough humans in her life to know that was not the case. “No they’re not.” 
 “They are.” Sanako’s brow furrowed. “Out here, at least. Maybe on Earth things are different.” 
 Ada glanced around the observation deck, at the human crewmembers who were also watching the approach. Good gods. Now that she had been alerted to it, she  absolutely  saw it - there were more taller colonial men than women. Had someone tried to genetically destroy the female half of the species, perhaps? “Taller or not, your men are still very short.” 
 Sanako laughed. “Well, yes, to you.” She was looking at Ada’s height, but suddenly she seemed to remember something. “Ada, you don’t have any weapons, do you?” 
 “Weapons? No.” She had code, of course, but there was nothing they could do about that. No need to remind them. 
 Satisfied, the ensign nodded. “Good. They’ll be inspecting you before you leave, just so you know. People are a bit worried about you.” 
 “Why did you let me on the ship?” 
 Sanako briefly glanced at her eyes. “Zhilik told us you weren’t affected by the technophage. Tests on the samples showed the technophage doesn’t seem to exist outside of human bodies, so if you were immune, you seemed safe to bring on board. The admirals made the call.” 
 Ada blinked. She hadn’t expected that, though in truth she couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to let her on. Her memories of that moment… she shook her head. “Big risk.” 
 “Yes, well. It was a tense moment. Probably a rushed decision.” 
 Ada wondered at that. Senjat had not seemed happy at all to have her, and Izha had seemed quite neutral, so which had brought her on-board and why? It didn’t seem to make sense. 
 Yellow lights suddenly bathed the observation deck, and Sanako took Ada’s arm. “One-minute warning. You start floating as the ship stops decelerating. Come on, grab a handrail.” 
 Ada followed Sanako as she and the rest of the crew on the observation deck moved for the handrails snaking across the walls and ceiling, and sure enough Ada soon felt herself grow lighter and then drift up into the air. Her hair floated in front of her eyes like a tangle of seaweed, and there was an eerily dreamlike quality to all the crew’s hair and fabrics, wavering in the absence of a planet’s might. 
 They started pulling themselves along the handrail, and Ada followed Sanako into the ladder that led down the ship, to another large storage area that was filled entirely with humans. They clambered along the handrails to where Senjat Ashur and Felisha Derksen were floating, fairly far from what she assumed to be the exit. 
 “Miss Liu.” The admiral looked at her less angrily this time, though she still wanted nothing to do with him. Felisha nodded at her and watched them, but said nothing. There was a loud metal clanking and a deep hiss somewhere just under the floor. 
 “Now this may be confusing to you, so let me explain.” The admiral spoke with unwarranted confidence. “We have a large port in space above the planet, a cheaper way to arrive and leave than burning ship fuel. It’s connected to the planet by a long sort of cable, and we use that to -” 
 Ada cut him off. “Yes, I know, I used one on Earth to meet the gods. We call ours the Pillar of Heaven.” 
 He smirked a little. “Gods, eh? Yes, well, very well then. It won’t be long.” 
 Ada knew full well the gods were just machine intelligences on the ring, but she felt a strange pang of defensiveness now, so far from home and in the face of people who just didn’t understand. They were perhaps bumbling and incompetent, in the grand scheme of things, but they were still  her  gods. 
 Except for the fact that they had betrayed here. And were worthless. And she had never worshipped them in her entire life. 
 Still. “Are there no gods here?” 
 Senjat, Felisha, and Sanako all looked at her with differing and bizarre expressions. Senjat chuckled contemptuously without looking at her, while Felisha looked concerned and Sanako looked confused. The ensign was the only one who thought to ask. “What are your gods, Ada?” 
 “Machines that live on the ring. They manage… a lot of things on Earth and in the space around it.” 
 “They worship the damned AI battlestation.” Senjat’s apparent humour faded, and he let slip something under his breath in another alien language that sounded like derision. 
 Sanako pulled herself closer on the handrails. “Ada, it might be best if you… don’t talk about intelligent machines too much. Definitely  don’t  call them gods.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “They’re dangerous. Unsafe, no matter how carefully we build them.” She looked distressed. “And gods are very serious. I’m sure you’ll understand once you learn more about how things work.” 
 Ada wasn’t sure what that might mean - the gods were certainly stupid, as far as she could tell, but they did a reasonably competent job at what they were built for. They had simply not be built to be lone custodians of the planet; it was almost unfair to expect it of them. And Cherry, as intelligent a machine as she had ever met, had never once failed her. At least until she left the atmosphere and never responded to Ada’s calls. 
 She shook her head and sighed. More rules and expectations growing around her like an ugly social crust, but she had to endure. Once she landed, she could hunt down information on where the technophage came from, why Venshi and her crew had wanted to destroy civilization, and who had helped them. If she understood those problems, she could go back and help rebuild a civilization that would not fall to the same illness. 
 She reached into her pocket and pulled out the locator stone, pressing it firmly into her palm with her thumb. Maybe she could find Isavel again. She missed her, even though their lives had only recently intersected. She missed the hope of seeing her again. 
 The clanking quieted, and a voice spoke through a machine, presumably from the other side. “The mirrans from the lower deck are all through. Humans, rank up for processing. Bring the earthling in last.” 
 Ada grinned. Earthling? What a strange word. 
 Suddenly everyone in the room lined up along the ceiling, shifting along the handrails and forming a long, winding line of floating humans. Ada shuffled after Sanako, who followed the admiral and vice admiral. What were they doing? As she tried to puzzle it out, Felisha grabbed her arm and looked her in the eye. “Do whatever they tell you to. Ask Ensign Oshimi if you need help.” 
 She didn’t like the old woman’s iron grip, and shook it off. “Fine.” 
 Suddenly the door snapped up, and she saw a dozen human shapes mostly covered in light black armor with insignia printed across them, as well as fairly intricate-looking headpieces that fit into an ear and across an eye. They bore strange weapons on their hips, and were wielding other device in their hands that they waved over each crewmember. 
 “Who are those?” 
 Sanako smiled a bit, as though something were funny. “Customs.” 
 “What?” 
 “They just want record who’s arriving on the planet and make sure there aren’t any unexpected weapons. We’ve already done medical tests and sent that data, so this should be quick.” 
 It wasn’t especially quick, though, and after a while Ada grew bored of watching the same procedure applied to every crewmember as they left the ship. They were patted down, scanned with a small rectangle, spoken to for a few moments, and let through. She noticed that for whatever reason, female crewmembers were only patted down by female customs officers, and males only by males. She wondered if that was somehow related to the height difference Sanako had pointed out, though she couldn’t imagine why height would matter, especially when they were all floating. 
 There were dozens of human crewmembers, so it took a while before Ada was up. After the last few humans went through there was a pause, as though the people checking entry had to wait a moment and prepare for Ada. They stared at each other uncomfortably, until one, a woman with a label on her chest that read  S. Guirrez , made a hand gesture and spoke. “Come here.” 
 Ada noticed how carefully Sanako, Felisha, and Senjat were watching her from the other side, not to mention every other human within her line of sight. She felt the pressure of those stares, and advanced floating along the handrails, trying not to think about it. “What do you want from me?” 
 “Ma’am, do you understand me clearly?” 
 Ada didn’t know what  ma’am  meant, but otherwise she did. “Yes.” 
 “Can I get your full name?” 
 Ada smiled. She could use her titles! And she could be a bit creative with them, since there were no other Earthlings here to deny anything. “Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods and First Sorceress of Earth.” 
 Guirrez looked at her strangely, and hummed to herself. “I’ll just put - which is your family name, Ada or Liu?” 
 “Liu is my mother’s name.” 
 “Uh, okay then, Miss Ada Liu. Hold still for a moment.” The stranger passed an odd device over her body, and it started crackling as it neared Ada’s hand. The one holding the locator stone. Ada’s heart-rate jumped a bit. What was it doing? 
 “Ma’am, please show me what you’re holding.” 
 Watching the colonial very closely, Ada opened her palm and pinched the inert stone between her two fingers. The officer looked confused as she stared at it, but reached for it. “Can I see this?” 
 Ada hesitated, but she could easily get it back if she wanted to. She nodded and handed it over. Guirrez let it float in the air briefly, staring at it, then passed the scanner over it again and mumbled something incomprehensible into the comm devices on her head. Her eyes flicked between Ada and the locator stone, and after a moment she nodded, closing her fist around the stone. 
 “I’m going to have to quarantine this -” 
 Ada snapped. “What? Fuck you. Give it back.” 
 There was commotion all around her, suddenly, as the customs officers started repositioning themselves. Reaching to their belts. Guirrez kept a stern face. “This… rock, is broadcasting some kind of signal. We need to make sure it won’t -” 
 “Fuck off.  Give it back. ” 
 Guirrez pointed at the admirals with one hand. “Talk to the admiralty, they can make sure you get it -” 
 Ada reached for the mental muscles coded into her back, squeezing time to a tiny trickle of grains of sand through a closed fist. Infinitely slow. She was not far from this human, from her locator stone. But moving like this, without gravity, was awkward. 
 The handrails branched all over the ceiling, though, providing a great deal of purchase. She quickly called up a seeing eye of code and pointed it all around her. There was a crook in the handrails she could use as leverage. She was close enough. 
 She let go of time, its full force returning in a rush, and kicked off from the handrail behind her, swinging her fist straight at Guirrez’ face. Her fist connected with an audible crunch, blood splattered, and suddenly the soldier was screaming. 
 Ada slowed time again and saw the locator stone floating out of her hand as the colonial retracted it to grip her face. 
 She let time move again and snatched the stone from the air, and suddenly something electric connected with her thigh. There was an irritating tingling sensation, but her suit reacted by flashing a loud mental alert in her head, drawing her attention to the left, where somebody was pointing some kind of weapon at her. She slowed time again, stretched dark tendrils of code out from her hands, and in moments that felt like minutes she coded disintegration sigils on all of the weapons of those present. As time flowed back to its regular speed, the weapons crumbled to dust and fragments in the guards’ hands. 
 The metal dust, then, started expanding outwards. More people started screaming. 
 “Suction! Emergency suction!” 
 Red lights flashed. Ada watched for a split second of confusion as everybody brought their hands to their mouths, then understood - she had turned the guns to clouds of metallic dust, but without gravity to pull them down they could float anywhere. Including into people’s lungs. 
 She slowed time and etched a force sigil into the air in front of her, aiming straight at herself, and as it burst in real-time it launched her back into the depths of the ship, away from the colonials and the clouds of rapidly expanding metallic dust. 
 A machine started whirring, and suddenly the dust and the floating droplets of Guirrez’ blood were sucked away by a wind tugging at the hair and clothes of everyone present. They looked scared, mouths covered, and it dawned on Ada that she had done something an order of magnitude more dangerous than she had anticipated. 
 “I - I’m sorry, I didn't think -” 
 Sanako was behind them, holding up her hands and shouting. “Ada, wait! Stop!” 
 People were swarming around the woman she had punched, glancing back at her fearfully. Ada clunch to the handrails in the ceiling, one hand extended towards the exit, watching them. Watching for signs they were going to attack her. 
 They left her alone, though, three of them working together to haul Guirrez out of the adjacent chamber and deeper into the station beyond. The metallic dust was gone, now, and she heard a great deal of shouting and arguing in the station. Then, at some signal from Felisha, Sanako gingerly floated herself over along the handrails, stopping outside of arm’s length of Ada. She looked terrified, and spoke slowly. 
 “Ada - it’s okay. We won’t do anything. We just need you to come with us.” 
 “You won’t do anything?” That sounded unlikely. “What, until we land on the planet?” 
 “Not like that. It’s complicated, Ada, but right now you’re safe. Just don’t hurt anybody.” 
 “She tried to take my… my things.” 
 “Ada, you broke her face.” 
 Ada blanched. What? She was a coder, not a warrior - she couldn’t punch that hard. She had hit plenty of people before, and never done more than bruise them. “What do you mean?” 
 “The - the bones in her face. The medic says they looked broken.” 
 Ada stared at her right hand, her pale golden skin still bloody from the punch. She felt nothing - no sting, no bruise. Come to think of it, it felt more like she had rammed a rock into a tomato than connected with someone’s bones. “Holy shit.” 
 “Ada - please just follow me. We need to get you down to the planet. And don’t - whatever you did to the tasers, don’t  ever  do that again without gravity. It’s very dangerous.” 
 She looked past Sanako to the customs people, some of whom were coughing. Had they inhaled anything? They were being taken away, one and all, and Ada saw the doctor Cheren tending to one of them. 
 Ada realised, in a flash, that she was incredibly dangerous to these humans. To these colonials. She wasn’t like them - she knew it, and they knew it. She wondered if they were even human. She wondered if they saw  her  as human. “Sanako?” 
 The ensign blinked. “Yes?” 
 “What am I? To you?” 
 Sanako’s eyes shifted left and right, as though searching for answers. She sighed. “You’re scary, Ada. I don’t know what you are. But I want to help.” She extended a hand. “I know you mean well, and that this is confusing. Come on. Let’s get to solid ground.” 
 So that was how it was going to be. She took a deep breath and nodded, stowing the locator stone back into a pocket near her breast. She needed to figure out what had happened to Earth and then get out of here. Whatever this Union was, it was alien to her and she was alien to it. If she stayed here too long, it was going to end badly for one of them. 
 She followed Sanako across the ceiling rails, and when she arrived in the station something triggered the ship doors to close. Most of the other humans had disappeared. She heard loud shouting in the next room, echoes of words she didn’t understand.  Zygomatic fractures. Pneumoconiosis. Lacerations. Ambulance.

 When they reached Senjat and Felisha, the admiral almost lunged for her, swinging over across the handrails and glaring her angrily in the face. “What the  hell  do you think you’re doing? We have the courtesy to lift you off your godforsaken planet and -” 
 Ada held up a palm, just to get him to shut up, but he flinched and pushed himself away from her, knocking his back into the handrails in an attempt to escape. For all his bluster, he was scared of her. That was a satisfying realization. 
 She shifted her eyes between Felisha and Senjat. “What’s your fucking problem? This thing?” She patted her suit, where the locator stone lay hidden. “This is  mine.  Don’t take  my stuff . Is that really that hard to understand? What kind of a civilization do you live in?” 
 Senjat was livid. “You earthling, I don’t know what you -” 
 This man was a leader of the Union army? Fuck him. She had had enough of this. Ada swung towards him across the handrails, squaring her shoulders and staring down at him, her hair swishing ahead of her and framing him in a tangle. “I have killed older and stronger things than you, you miserable piece of -” 
 Suddenly Felisha appeared beside her and thrust her hands between them, holding them apart. “Hold on now. I’m on the line with the Presidency. Admiral, he’s waiting.” 
 Senjat’s face changed, but he still scowled. “Fine. Derksen, you take care of this. I’m not taking the elevator with this freak.” 
 As he moved away through the station, Felisha turned to look at Ada, and her face was stern. “Listen. On Earth. Did you have any leaders?” 
 Ada shook her head. “Nobody leads me. I’m not that kind of person.” 
 “I mean politically.” 
 Ada still didn’t know what  politics  meant. “I don’t know.” 
 Felisha sighed. “King? Emperor? Chief? President? Chancellor? Duke?” She blinked. “Queen of the bloody Amazons?” 
 Ada didn’t understand most of those words. “I don’t have a leader.” 
 Felisha rolled her eyes. “Well the Union has two. We call them presidents, and the human president wants to meet you. Against our better judgement.” 
 “He leads all… what was it, Sanako?” She stared at the ensign. “How many people?” 
 “Nineteen billion.” She nodded. “Yes, Ada, he’s very important.” 
 She considered it. If a man could get nineteen billion people to follow him, somehow, there must be  something  impressive about him. It was rare enough for cities to have leaders, let alone anything larger than that. It was a rare and special person who could rally thousands to  her  cause. 
 “Okay, fine. I’ll meet with this leader.” She looked at Felisha. “But stop trying to take things from me. I have little enough as it is.” 
 Felisha nodded. “Not after what you just pulled. The wounded are going down in the elevator first, so we’ll have to wait. You’re testing people’s patience, Ada Liu.” 
 “You’re testing mine.” 
 Felisha scowled and shunted herself away across the ceiling, leaving Ada alone with Sanako. She turned and looked at the ensign, who seemed utterly bewildered and more than a little afraid. Ada looked at her, and it didn’t escape her understanding that Sanako was a minor character in the entire operation. The poor woman had nothing to do with anything, and was just doing as told. It was easier, for some reason, for Ada to feel sympathy and guilt towards her than towards the others. 
 She reached out a hand, tentatively, and grasped Sanako’s forearm. “Look, I know I’m making this difficult for you. I’m sorry. I know it’s not  your  fault.” 
 The ensign nodded, and seemed to swallow some of her anxiety. “Thank you, Ada. I’m sorry, I know this must be very… overwhelming.” 
 Ada frowned. It sounded like she had suggested Ada might be overwhelmed, but she wasn’t a child and didn’t have the technophage. Maybe she meant it metaphorically. “I guess so. Will it get… quieter?” 
 “I don’t know. I hope so.” She glanced down again, then back up. “You miss her, don’t you?” 
 Ada felt the weight of the locator stone near her chest. “Sort of. Yes. I was… hoping to spend more time with her.” 
 The other woman nodded. “What’s her name?” 
 “Isavel. Valdéz.” 
 She laid a hand on Ada’s shoulder. “What else do you miss about Earth?” She pointed to one of the windows, where the great icy planet stretched out beneath them. “Maybe we can find something in Daneer that will make you feel more at home.” 
 “I miss how simple it was.” Ada sighed. She missed romping through the forest, blowing open ancient ruins, always knowing something new was on the horizon. “You could go places, do things, never ask anybody. If you got into trouble you either fix it or you deal with people or you leave. Here… I feel like there are so many rules. Expectations. Ways of doing.” 
 Sanako frowned for a little before speaking. “Maybe you’d like to go to the countryside. The, uh, wilderness. Lots of open space, not many people. There aren’t many small towns in most regions, just cities, farmland, and wilds. Do you like animals?” 
 “I don’t know. Maybe.” She rubbed her head, briefly floating in midair without the handrail. “We’ll see. Will people leave me alone once we’re on the planet?” 
 Sanako pursed her lips and sighed. “I don’t think so, not yet. A lot of people will want to meet you, Ada. Nobody has heard from Earth in a thousand years. Nobody’s been able to get close without the AI on that station shooting them. It’s a mystery.” 
 Ada nodded, pressing back against the bulkhead. “It’s a mystery to me too.” 
  




Chapter 3

 When the elevator finally came back up for them, the only people left in the anchor station were Ada, Sanako, Felisha, and a few straggling human crewmembers. As everyone filed into the elevator the colonials kept a healthy distance from Ada, as though she might suddenly attack without provocation. They understood so little. 
 T he space elevator itself was less impressive than the one on Earth, boxy and clunky like every other piece of colonial technology. As it descended and gravity asserted itself, she looked out the window, her gaze resting on the planet’s slowly welcoming wispy atmosphere, eyes picking out more and more details as they got closer. 
 Freyja. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but she had certainly expected something more alien than this. A broad river cut through pale bluish-green steppes pocked with round lakes. The river suddenly vanished into a huge metallic lattice of rectangular spires that spread across the ground directly below them. That, she surmised, must be Daneer - the galaxy’s most ridiculously overpopulated city. 
 Several smooth minutes into the descent, the towers of Daneer began to rise all around them. They were tall and greyish, more rudimentary echoes of what she knew from Hive or Glass Peaks. Vehicles zipped between the towers, small craft that looked nothing like the ships Ada had seen in orbit. The city floor was surprisingly grey, too - there were no weeds, no vines, only carefully-manicured greenery along roofs, balconies, and broad public spaces. Everything else was vast stonework plazas, and dark streets alive with machine movement. It didn’t look like a very lived-in place. 
 As they approached the surface anchor, Ada glanced at the others in the elevator. Sanako was standing close, watching her out of the corner of her eye, but the rest were clustered around Felisha along the opposite wall. It still baffled Ada that she was able to punch so hard. Or - more likely - that the colonials were so frail. What was wrong with them? 
 The elevator clunked to rest, doors snapping open. Dark-clad guards with weapons that looked more like guns waited just outside, eyeing Ada suspiciously. To their credit, though, they didn’t approach her. Unarmed humans and mirrans in pale blue clothing appeared next, flanking a male human in a dark blue suit. He was as old as many of the colonials, grey starting to eat away the roots of his hair, and he reminded her a fair bit of hoary old Elder Tan. By the body language of everyone around him, she assumed he was some kind of leader. 
 Felisha stepped forward, and beckoned her over. “President Niu, this is Ada Liu, of Earth. Ada, this is President of the Colonial Union Alan Niu.” 
 They were forgetting her titles again. She stepped forward, towards his open right hand, and grasped his forearm. “Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods, First Sorceress of Earth.” 
 He blinked, in a kindly amused sort of way, and glanced at Felisha before glancing at her hand. “In the Union we shake hands. Like this.” He drew his arm out and grasped her hand, gently shaking it up and down. It was an awkward and silly motion, but if that was what they did here, so be it. She gripped his hand and shook it as well, and was quietly pleased to see him wince. “Although with a grip like that, I can see why earthlings might not do the same. Pleased to meet you, Sorceress.” 
 She smiled inadvertently at his choice of address. “And you, President.” 
 Felisha continued. “This is Ensign Sanako Oshimi. She has been Ada’s handler since we picked her up on Earth. Under the circumstances, sir, she’s done a fine job.” 
 The president glanced at Sanako with a raised eyebrow. “Regardless of what other officers will say, is what I’m hearing. Very well; Ensign Oshimi, thank you for your service.” 
 Sanako looked flustered to be meeting the man. Odd; hadn’t she implied she followed him? Ada didn’t find him overly impressive, though she could tell he wasn’t completely devoid of charisma. Something grandfatherly, perhaps. She kept an eye on him, just in case it was a ruse, and he looked up at her again and smiled. 
 “Miss Sorceress, if you’ll follow me, there are a great many people eager to meet you. They’re getting restless; you’re a very intriguing guest.” 
 While most of the ship’s crew moved off through inconspicuous side doors, Alan led her along, and she heard Sanako and Felisha following behind her. Where to? These large corridors presumably led to the main entrance, but everything was so… empty. 
 Then somebody opened a door, bright white light poured into her eyes, and when her vision had finally adapted they were outside, in Daneer. Reflections of the sun bouncing off glassy windows stabbed at Ada’s eyes, and she tried to shield them with her hands. Something was churning across the vast open plaza before them, something multicolored and uneven that seemed to stretch all the way to the nearest towers. There was a deafening sound coming from it. 
 What the hell was she looking at? 
 Oh, gods. Those were people. 
 Was this what a million people looked like? 
 A voice boomed across the square. Alan? Maybe. She couldn’t focus. 
 Her muscles tensed as she stared at the incomprehensible crowd out ahead of her, mirrans and humans of all imaginable colours. Banners with words hung in the air above them, papery reeds jutting out of this swamp of heads, swaying in a breeze she couldn’t feel. Drones buzzed overhead, dozens nearby and hundreds further afield, dark mechanical eyes fixed on her. Everywhere she looked seemed so densely packed she could barely make out any details. 
 She planted her eyes on the ground at her feet. There, at least, it was simple and calm. Deep breaths. Slow breaths. The noise was growing louder. 
 Wait a minute. Sounds, voices. Cheering? Were people cheering? 
 She looked up again, flinching from the intensity of the crowd. Further afield she saw rectangles floating in the air, screens that held vast images in motion. Images of the people around her. Images of her. Mostly her, she realized. 
 What were they cheering for? Her? Really? She dug her gaze into the ground again, wanting this to be over. There were too many people. Blood rushed past her ears, and she felt something on her back. 
 Sanako’s hand was pushing her forward through the deafening mixture of voices and loudspeakers roiling around her head, and as she glanced up, briefly, she saw a single long slash of emptiness cut through the crowd. They were headed towards it. Odd vehicles, a bit like haulers but with wheels, stood lined up between more black-clad guards. Their rides out of here, presumably. A larger one, white and red, was already speeding off in the distance. 
 Ada leaned towards Sanako. “Why are all these people here?” 
 Sanako looked up at her, eyes drifting back to Alan briefly. “Well, they want to see you. The earthling.” 
 So many people here, just to see one estranged cousin from a long-derelict planet? 
 Alan was still speaking. “And so this is just the beginning. We still know little about life on Earth, but we do know - there is life on Earth. There are people on Earth, human and mirran. The coming weeks will surely be filled with exciting stories and discoveries, and I, as well as President Serresk, stand with you all in your anticipation. But for now our new friends need to rest. I am told Daneer is a bit overwhelming compared to the villages of Earth.” 
 The crowd, that churning sea of people, seemed to have a mind of its own. It laughed, it cheered, it rumbled with thunderous applause. It was a great, huge morass, and the only thing stopping it from swallowing Ada whole - like everyone already inside it - was a few meters of empty space. 
 Ada’s eyes darted to the haulers. “Sanako can we get the hell out of here please?” 
 Felisha spoke up behind them. “Ensign Oshimi will not be accompanying you the rest of the way. We’ve picked an experienced handler with an appropriate background to help you from now on.” 
 Fear welled up inside Ada’s gut. Already she was losing the few people she was getting to know. “No, can’t she just -” 
 Felisha held up a hand. They had arrived at one of the wheeled haulers, and there was another woman standing in front of it, dressed in compact, heavy clothes that looked a bit like armor. “Sanako can visit you later once her shore leave has been approved.” Ada didn’t know what that meant, but Sanako nodded optimistically and patted her shoulder as though she were some kind of pet. Felisha gestured to the new woman standing there. “For now, I’d like to introduce you to Lieutenant Elsa Ines Carrera. She will be your bodyguard and handler.” 
 Ada looked at this Elsa; she certainly seemed a more physically competent type, but Ada didn’t understand why she might need a bodyguard  or  a handler. Elsa was taller than the other two women present, deeply tanned with a fit and youthful bearing that seemed broadly unusual among colonials. She was also armed, and staring testily at Ada with pale hazel eyes. After a moment she extended a hand. 
 Remembering what the president had said, Ada reached for the hand itself and squeezed it, but the subtle annoyance and wince that crossed Elsa’s face told her she had done something both incorrect and painful. Still, the lieutenant maintained a straight face. “Miss Liu, pleasure to meet you.” 
 “It’s Ada.” She turned around, but found that Felisha was already leading Sanako and the last of the crewmates into a separate vehicle, leaving her alone with this stranger. She turned again and cocked her head. “What did they tell you?” 
 Elsa’s eyes flicked to the wheeled hauler next to them, and she spoke in a slightly lower tone. “That you’re difficult.” 
 The honesty surprised Ada into a smile. “I would be a lot nicer if any of this made sense.” 
 Again, Elsa glanced to the vehicle. “We’re going to dinner - hope you’re hungry - and there will be delegates from the twelve here to meet you. It’s a political show. It won’t be fun, but I need you to behave. Understand?” 
 Ada didn’t like commands. She crossed her arms. “I’ll behave if I feel like it.” 
 Elsa took a step closer, and there was something in her eyes Ada couldn’t quite read. If she was trying to be threatening, her shorter stature undermined her, but she still had a practiced steely gaze. “ Feel  like it. Admiral Ashur is in the car.” 
 She had a generous second to process that, then Elsa opened the door to the vehicle - the car. Inside were four seats, two in front facing the two in the back. Senjat Ashur and somebody Ada didn’t recognize were sitting in the back seats, and Elsa climbed into one of the front ones, dragging Ada in with her. Ada scowled at the man across from her, daring him to say something objectionable. 
 Instead, Senjat ignored her entirely and looked at Elsa with an air of spite. “Lieutenant Carrera, you’ve met your charge. Assessment so far?” 
 “Just a brat, sir. Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 Both Senjat nor Elsa looked strained, but clearly weren’t addressing it. Deciding that a brat must be something demeaning, Ada started weighing her options and flexing her fingers. But cracking a window and jumping out into the city when nobody had actually attacked her seemed like a recipe for problems down the road. There would be better opportunities. 
 The vehicle suddenly started moving. This was far worse than a hauler; it jerked and jittered and shook a little. It wasn’t floating, Ada realized - it was like a wagon without a horse, running on its wheels. Why wasn’t it floating? 
 A hand was on her leg. She jolted, looking over, to find Elsa patting her knee. What? Why? The bodyguard spoke in a deep voice. “Don’t freak out. It’s just moving.” 
 She leaned her head against the darkened window, wishing she could speed up time somehow. She looked at the floor but she couldn’t turn her ears away from the crowd outside, or hide from the quiet gazes of every other human in the car. She wanted to make them go away, but how? She reached into her pocket and pulled out the locator stone. It was still dim, its twin gone or forgotten. 
 She rolled it around between her palms, trying to bring her mind to a more familiar place. Isavel. She should have brought Isavel. She should have insisted. Damn the gods and their stupid dangled promises - Isavel should have come with her, instead of staying on Earth to chase answers she might never find, answers to absurd religious questions that might not even be answerable at all. 
 But Ada had come here for her own answers, and might never find them either. Maybe  she  had made the mistake. 
 Isavel should be with her, either way. 
 She rolled the stone between her fingers, traced the inert code on it with her eyes, trying to think of nothing else. It was just a small rock; Isavel could have crushed hers easily. Isavel had strong arms, smooth-skinned but muscular, and a strong grip, more than capable of all sorts of things. She was a monolith herself, powerful and indomitable. It was a cold, harsh world and a dark night, but Isavel had been a bastion for her, if only briefly. Safe. 
 Memories swam past her eyes, phantom feelings trailing across her skin. 
 She didn’t know how long it took, but eventually the car pulled to a stop and everyone was getting out. Senjat and his aide stepped outside, but Ada froze when she saw a crowd lining a long red walkway up to a door. People were staring into the car, and she reflexively backed straight into Elsa. Elsa shoved back. “Come on, get out! Just do what you’re told.” 
 Ada turned around and glared her in the eyes. “I  hate  being told what to do. It’s why I’m here. You think I got here by following rules?” 
 Elsa paused, her eyes flicking between Ada and the world outside the car, and suddenly she reached for something in her belt - a flask. “Here. Have some of this.” 
 Ada eyed it, tucking the locator stone away safely. It was a small, glassy bottle with an amber-coloured liquid inside it. “What’s that?” 
 Elsa brought the bottle to her lips and took a swig, then nodded outside. “My favourite. Helps with the nerves. Trust me.” 
 Ada hesitated, then took the bottle of what she could only assume was alcohol. The words on the bottle were meaningless, but it couldn’t hurt to try. She brought it to her mouth. It was sweet, slightly fruity, and very, very alcoholic. She swallowed, trying not to sputter. “That… was strong.” 
 Elsa smiled faintly. “Like I said. Let’s go, girl. Walk fast and stick to me, and you’ll get as few people telling you what to do as possible. Got it?” 
 Ada took a deep breath and nodded. Isavel probably would have played nice. “Fine.” They stepped out of the car together, and people immediately swarmed them with strange devices pointed at her face. Guns? Ada raised her hands, but Elsa grabbed her wrists and shoved them down. 
 “Don’t freak out, it’s just the media. Cameras.” 
 Media? She had never heard the word before, but she could guess what cameras were. She wasn’t liking this, but she got the feeling she wasn’t intended to like it either. Maybe she  should  like it, then, to spite them. She shook her head; too much to worry about right now. 
 She stuck close to Elsa along a reddish carpet leading to great door in the face of a stone building that turned to metal a few floors up. The doors slammed behind them once they were in, and things turned quiet. Manageable. She exhaled. 
 None of this was good - there were too many people, too many names, too many rules and relationships at play that she didn’t understand. Zhilik was somewhere else, and the only colonial she had connected with on any level had been held back. Here she was again, with more strangers. 
 “Ada.” 
 Elsa was taller than the other humans here, but even she was shorter than just about all the adults Ada had ever met. Ada felt out of place. “What?” 
 “This is going to be boring.” Elsa started making incomprehensible hand gestures that Ada tried to ignore. “It’s supposed to be a short meet and greet. There are rules - a few universities and other organizations send delegates, and they’re going to ask you questions. I think it’s two each, but I’m not sure. There’s food, so eat if you’re hungry, but the faster you answer their questions the faster you can leave.” 
 Ada shook her head. “Look, Elsa, I just want want to speak to your scholars. I don’t understand why -” 
 Elsa looked her straight in the eyes, seeming undaunted by the height difference. “Ada, nobody here gives a shit about you. I’m sorry, but all they want to do is poke at you for answers. They won’t care about you unless you make them.” 
 The words stung, but Ada had seen them played out in the expressions and the words of other colonials. The mirran admiral had grown evasive when she said she had questions, after all. Maybe Elsa was the only honest one. “How much more of that drink do you have?” 
 For the first time she saw the bodyguard grin. Elsa handed her the bottle. “Take as much as you want. I’ve got more.” 
 “Why are you carrying alcohol? Does everyone do that?” 
 Elsa bit her lip. “Not supposed to, but I convinced my SO it might be useful. Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 Ada took another swig. It burned, the fire outshining the nerves and confusion. She could get through whatever stupidity they had planned - and if she couldn’t, she could blow the whole place up. She handed the bottle back to Elsa. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 They entered a brightly-lit room, and she quickly counted twelve groups of three or four people standing in a row, four empty tables behind them. Most looked elderly, an unusual number were male, and they were all human. Alan Niu was among them, smiling as he led her and Elsa down the line to introduce these delegates without so much as explaining what was going on. Perhaps that had been Elsa’s job. 
 “Ada Liu, this is the Freyjan delegation, starting with...” 
 Names cascaded over names, and Ada shook a great deal of hands without caring much for the people on the other end of them, forgetting almost all of them immediately. Instead, she looked at them as a species, noting the persistent oddities. They came in a variety of hues and colors and shapes, but they were so short and so old-looking, like their entire race had been struck by premature senility. There was also an unpleasantly friendly air to them she distrusted. 
 The first who was neither old nor off-putting in manner took her by surprise enough that she noticed. He had a broad, golden-hued face and very short black hair, with the stocky build of a warrior. He grabbed her hand with a fairly strong grip and looked intently at her face, more so than the others had. She frowned. 
 “Is there something wrong with my face?” Aside from its scowl, her face was fine. 
 He looked suddenly embarrassed. “No, no, my apologies. My name is Chiu Turou, I’m an assistant program manager at - well, I’m from Chang’e. I was just curious, Miss Liu, may I ask where you are from?” 
 He looked excited, in a boyish sort of way. She couldn’t imagine why. “From? I’m from Earth.” 
 “But your family name?” 
 “Uh, from my mother?” Where else was she supposed to get a last name? 
 He started fiddling with a device in his hands, but Alan reached out and interrupted him. “Mister Chiu, your questions can wait. Let’s get her settled.” 
 He looked a bit crestfallen, but nodded. “Yes, sir, of course.” 
 Suddenly Ada was being whisked away again, across the delegates, until she had apparently met all of them. Chiu Turou was the only name she remembered, perhaps in subconscious recognition of his strange interest in her own. She was seated at a round table, between Elsa and Alan, and as everyone sat, people clad in black and white emerged from inconspicuous doors. It reminded her more than a little of that ridiculous ball in the Mayor’s tower in Hive. She hoped there wouldn’t be any dancing. 
 Food. They were carrying food. 
 Her nose suddenly filled with smells, spices and fruits and meats. She couldn’t identify most of them, but they quickly ended up in front of her on platters. Small plates of bewildering variety stared up at her and invited her to feast. Alan leaned in and pointed. 
 “We have no idea what you eat.” He seemed to find the thought of earthlings eating amusing. “Our chefs tried to be creative. Let us know if there’s anything you need.” 
 She looked at Elsa. “Anything I should know?” 
 Elsa frowned at the food. “What, do you have allergies?” 
 “Whats?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Just eat.” 
 She looked at the utensils available. There were knives, forks, spoons. She frowned. She nudged Elsa, and made a pinching motion with her hand. “Where are the  chopsticks? ” 
 She must have used the wrong word; Elsa corrected her with another. “Oh, chopsticks? You want - you don’t use forks?” She pointed at the fork. 
 “I’ve seen them, but we don’t eat with them much.” She recalled old ones being reserved for special occasions at the Institute, which she was rarely invited to. Rumour had it they were decent stabbing weapons. “Chopsticks are easy to make. They’re everywhere. Nobody bothers making forks.” 
 Elsa nodded and beckoned one of the food-servers over, whispered something to him, and in moments a pair of chopsticks made of some kind of dark stone was handed to her. Much better. She was just about to dig into something that looked like fish and vegetables when Alan Niu spoke up, his voice sounding across the room through some mechanical enhancement. 
 “Ada Liu, before we begin, I’d like to briefly explain -” 
 She nodded. “Everybody’s getting two questions, yes. I got that. Can I eat?” 
 Out of the corner of her eye she saw Elsa smirk, and a round of laughter went around the room. Alan nodded. “Of course, of course. Just a little introductory ritual, really. All these people here want to talk with you in great detail, but we thought it might be easier to start with some simple questions around a meal, to get a sense of your grasp of the language and your background. I believe the Athenian delegation has the first pick.” 
 Somebody at another table stood up, but she was already grabbing a hunk of what looked to be fish in her chopsticks and bringing it up to her mouth as he introduced himself and his home city or clan or something. The question that followed was an odd one. 
 “Miss Liu, what kind of traditions do you keep to?” 
 She frowned as she put the fish in her mouth, staring at the man. What a strange question. They would have to learn that she did things at her own pace, though, and - 
 Oh gods. 
 Oh gods, it was spicy. 
 She swallowed everything she had with a gasp as tears started streaming from her eyes. She coughed, reached for water, drank the water, it didn’t help. Shit. She saw some of the colonials smirking as she coughed again. 
 Elsa grabbed her glass, brought it under the table, and poured something into it, all without looking. She handed it back to Ada and whispered. “Swish before swallowing.” Ada downed as much of the burning, sugary-sweet alcohol as she could, sloshing it around in her mouth before letting it go down. It stung in its own way, but nothing like the spice, and bizarrely it did feel better afterwards. 
 A little better. Just a little. Her face was reddening, her ears were hot, and her eyes were still misty. Now, would her voice speak or break? 
 “Sorry.” Thank the gods, her voice was fine. “To answer your question, the most sacred tradition on Earth is warning your guests about how  fucking spicy  the food is.” 
 Laughter burst out across the table, apparently good-natured surprise she had picked up curse words. She crossed gazes with Turou, the young man from Chang’e, who smiled and gave her a thumbs-up. It seemed positive. She leaned towards Elsa, holding her own thumbs up. “What does this mean?” 
 Elsa’s eyes flicked back and forth, and made a crude gesture with her own thumb and her other hand clasped in a circle. “It means he wants to go to bed with you.” 
 Ada stared at her. “What?” 
 The bodyguard hit her shoulder. “I’m joking. It means ‘good.’ Don’t worry about it.” 
 “It looks kind of stupid, like he’s going to pick his nose.” 
 Elsa raised her eyebrows and pulled her face back. “You pick your nose with your thumbs? You know what, don’t answer. And let’s go easy on the drinking for the rest of the night, okay?” 
 Ada nodded, and looked back up at the delegates. “I don’t really know what you want me to say. I don’t know what everyone’s traditions are.” 
 The delegate spoke again. “But what about  your  traditions?” 
 She frowned. “I hate traditions. They’re boring and they make people stupid.” 
 There was a great deal of muttering at that, and an annoyed look on the Athenian’s face. Elsa leaned in to whisper to her. “Athena is famous for the work they do preserving old cultures and traditions from Mir and Earth.” 
 “So they’re idiots?” 
 Elsa smacked her leg under the table, and glared at her, though there was some pleading in her eyes. “Damn it, play nice.  You’re going to get me in trouble. ” 
 She sighed and nodded, picking through the rest of the food to find something interesting as a woman from Perun asked the next question. “Tell us about your home. Where did you grow up?” 
 She pushed the spicy fish away and reached for something that looked harmless, some kind of white pudding. She whispered to Elsa, still looking at the Perun delegate. “Is this going to hurt?” 
 “That’s the blandest food on the twelve. Ada, answer the damned -” 
 She took a spoonful. Elsa was right - it was starchy and a little grainy, and there was perhaps some oil in it, but it was mostly bland. She spoke up, looking at the woman who had asked her about herself. “I don’t know where I was born. As a child I lived with my parents in small villages. One hundred, maybe two hundred people. We moved every few years. Wooden houses, some stone, old glass. One place was built on ruins. Nothing to do except chores, routine, exploring the woods, and coding. Uh, we were coders, see.” 
 Confused glances. Perhaps she didn’t know the word for the coder gift in their language. She reached to an empty plate and slowed time, quickly sketching a light sigil onto the side. People near her on the table gasped as she did and she froze, looking up at them. She turned the plate sideways so the everyone could see, then to Elsa. “Elsa - what’s this called? In your language?” 
 Elsa stared dumbly at the code, her eyes wide with something a bit like fear. “Um. Magic? Ada, let’s… not right now.” 

Magic.  There were hushed whispers crossing the table. Perhaps it was best to drop the subject entirely. She raised her voice. “Anyway, we helped the locals. When I was twelve - oh, right. On Earth children die if they meet too many people. It’s part of the technophage.” 
 There were looks of concern, and nodding. They knew that much, at least. 
 “So when I was twelve, my parents left the villages and brought me to this place, the Institute. For people like us, with our gift.” She picked at something leafy and green, and found it pleasantly zesty. “There were a thousand people there, maybe - too many for children. I stayed a long time. My parents were killed in an accident. Five years after that I… I broke a lot of rules, and I got thrown out. I walked from the mountains to the coast, and there was a war going on, between...” 
 She paused, trying to figure out how to describe ghosts, but Alan took that opportunity to do something that flashed a bright map of Earth on one of the walls, with a flashing point of light indicating Campus. “This is where Ada and the mirran refugees were retrieved. Presumably she means those coastal mountains.” 
 That looked right. The various delegations shifted in their expressions, some more positive than others. Apparently they cared something for Earth’s geography. “Yes, well, there was a war, so I kept running. I met the - the mirrans living on that island. They wanted my help and I wanted theirs, so they sent me up to the ring, and -” 
 “The what?” 
 Ada frowned, but again Alan answered before she could explain. “She means Kronos station.” Another image appeared, showing the ring encircling the entire planet, though on this screen and from this angle it felt diminished. 
 She pointed. “Yes, that. Anyway, I went up to the ring, and met our gods, and -” 
 “I’m sorry.” An older, darker-skinned man was holding up his palm. “You met what?” 
 “Our gods. The gods of Earth.” 
 An eerie silence clung to the room for a few moments, reminding her of what Sanako had said: don’t call them gods. She tried to move on, drinking something vaguely purple from a glass next to her. 
 “Anyway, that’s how the mirrans managed to send their message. I lived with them after, mostly, except that I needed to go fix the afterlife -” 
 “Afterlife?” 
 She clenched her fists. Why did people keep interrupting her? “Yes, that’s what I said. Ours was broken, so I fixed it. But the mirrans were attacked again, so I helped defend them while your ship arrived. Then I came along, because I don’t completely understand what happened to Earth, and I’m hoping you do.” 
 She looked around their eyes for answers, but none were forthcoming. 
 “So, your turn. What happened to Earth? What happened with the Haints?” 
 “There will be time for that later.” Alan looked like he was addressing the delegates as much as her. A nervous energy was coursing through the air. Guarded looks fell in her direction. “For now - let’s move on to the next question.” 
 They went through a great deal of more, almost all of it oddly boring and particular. Aside from that first bite, the food was almost universally better than the questions. The last question came from that Turou man as she was picking through a bowl of fruit covered in a sweet, dark brown sauce that tasted a bit like chocolate. 
 “What do most people do? Day-to-day. Do they farm?” 
 She shrugged, stuffing the odd berries into her mouth. “Of course not. Lots of running around in the woods, lots of technology nobody understands. Hunting animals, I guess, or sitting around doing nothing. I don’t know what other people do. I was too busy.” 
 That wasn’t true at all, though, and she could tell from the silence that the delegates expected more. She thought back to Hive, to the village festivals she had seen as a child. To Jinna, and Tanos, and Isavel especially. To the legends that travelled from ear to ear. 
 “Okay, I was being unfair. There’s music, dancing, love, stories, fighting. People like each other, people hate each other. People build, people destroy. They learn, they forget. I don’t know what you want me to say - it can’t be that different here.” 
 There were some appreciative nods. It seemed that sentiment resonated with them. Good. Maybe they would ask better questions now.  
 “But what  work  do you do?” 
 Or not. Ada frowned. “Whatever we feel like.” 
 People didn’t seem to like that answer, and Turou pressed her. “But how did you sustain yourselves? Your society?” 
 By not murdering each other? She wasn’t sure what they were getting at. “What do you mean?” 
 “Well, where did you get food?” 
 Ada scowled. She was growing to dislike all these stupid questions. “There’s food everywhere. Farmwood, fields, forests. Even the wastelands have food.  Where do  you  get food? ” 
 “I thought you said you didn’t farm?” 
 “You don’t - you don’t  do  farms, they’re just there.” 
 “But who grows the food? People must be working the farms.” 
 She glared at Turou, vowing to slap him if she got the opportunity. Gently - she didn’t want to break bones. “Why would  people  waste time growing food? The watchers do that, we just go and get it. At the Institute they made juniors pick up sacks of quinoa from the farmfields. Listen, I’m not interested in farming. Is that the last question?” She turned to Alan. “Can I go now?” 
 The president sighed but nodded placidly, and he began to wrap up the evening, leading these delegates away. So many questions about trade, leadership, farming, and surprisingly little about technology. It was a disappointment, but she would be glad for it to be over. 
 As she and Elsa made for the door, Turou appeared again, looking excited. She groaned. “What do you want?” 
 He shrank a little. “I apologize if my question bothered you, I just think we have a hard time understanding what exactly makes your society tick.” 
 She stared down at him. “The technophage.” 
 “Well, um, yes. Really, this is - well, not a very good kind of meeting, really.” He was fidgety. “We should have a proper conversation. I’d love to hear more about where you’re from, if you have the time. And I’m happy to help if you need any assistance.” 
 She was mildly surprised at his gall in offering such a thing after his questions had been no more interesting than anyone else’s. She glanced at Elsa, standing a few feet off. “What do you mean? I have a bodyguard already.” 
 “Well, yes, but she’s military. Their interests are, well, narrow.” He seemed to frown a little, but then smiled broadly again. “You wanted to learn about Earth history? It just so happens that I work for an organisation dedicated to teaching about old Earth cultures. I’m sure we could learn a lot from each other.” 
 She smiled, surprising even herself, and her eyes widened. Someone might actually want to help her? She faced him completely, looking him up and down. He seemed amicable, and she could tell he was restraining himself from being quite as enthusiastic as he might feel. The seams were showing, though just barely. He was certainly no more stupid than the other colonials, so perhaps he could be helpful. “Sure - Turou, right? I’d like that. But gods, don’t ever talk to me about farms again.” 
 He nodded. “Of course, Ada, I understand that’s not your area of interest.” 
 “It’s really not. Look, I’m tired, but can I -” 
 “Do you have a comm?” 
 She looked at Elsa, who stepped over to her at the eye contact. “He wants to know if we have a...?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Ada doesn’t have a comm, but Mister Chiu, you can give me your details and get in touch with me if you like. I’ll be with Ada at all times. I believe we have a free schedule tomorrow; the idea is to give her the chance to rest.” 
 “Thank you, that would be wonderful.” The two of them did something on the devices snapped to their wrists, and in a moment it was over. “Great.” He reached out to grasp Ada’s hand, and then bowed at the shoulder. “Ada, pleasure meeting you. I look forward to speaking again.” 
 She nodded. Was she supposed to bow, now? She tried bowing. “I look forward to sleeping. I’m tired.” 
 Turou grinned awkwardly and returned to the rest of his delegation. Elsa led Ada into the halls, where she finally found blessed silence, and they rode a clanky elevator to one of the upper floors of the building. It looked like it had eighty-eight floors, which was astonishingly tall to Ada’s eye. 
 “Ada.” Elsa looked over at her as the elevator hauled them up. “You said something about being kicked out of your home?” 
 Ada glanced at her. “Yeah. I broke a lot of rules, and they said I wasn’t respecting tradition. They exiled me.” 
 Elsa frowned, looking up at the ceiling. “Hm.” 
 Ada wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but Elsa didn’t say anything else as she led Ada through the halls of the fifty-sixth floor. Then she opened a door, and together they stepped into what looked like a remarkably fuzzy home, with carpet and soft chairs, some of them wide enough for several people. There were two bedrooms with large beds in them, a living room with a wide seat along one entire corner of the space, and a kitchen built into the side. A vast window stood in place of one of the walls. Ada stepped up to it, enraptured by the unexpected view of the cityscape. 
 A forest of glass and metal towers, arranged in an almost perfect grid, extended as far as she could see. Even here, many towered above her head. Dozens of vehicles, some like flying haulers and many more of them probably just large drones, flew through the spaces between the buildings alongside birds of indistinct colors, swooping from one artificial cliff to another. The sun was setting on Daneer, a warm orange glow splashing across many of the glass faces she saw in the distance. 
 She turned to find Elsa sitting on one of those wide seats, her armour set aside with just a plain shirt underneath, ignoring the sights entirely and instead staring at something flickering across an eyepiece she was suddenly wearing. She looked frustrated. “Elsa?” 
 Elsa glanced up at her and moved aside on the seat, patting it. “Ada, come sit on the couch with me for a second.” 
 She did, and as she sat down Elsa pulled out the flask and took a swig of it herself. Ada had rarely seen someone drink so much in such a short period, but as Elsa handed her the flask, she realized she was almost keeping pace. “I thought you said we were done drinking.” 
 “I thought so too.” She gestured. “Come on, drink, you won’t like this.” 
 Ada grew suspicious, but Elsa didn’t seem happy either. She drank. “What?” 
 “We need to talk about something.” Elsa pulled out a small device and set it on the table that stood in front of the couch. She fiddled with the screen on her wrist, and suddenly images popped up, floating in the air above the device. 
 Ada stared at them - they were images of her, she realized. A recording of her in the moments before the final shuttle landed in Campus, from the shuttle’s perspective. She saw the hurricane of black code whipping around her on top of the ziggurat. She saw herself rise up and stare the shuttle in the face. 
 She looked a bit frightening, and that made her smile. 
 She saw herself from inside the hurricane as she kept it running and the last mirrans, Zhilik among them, hurried onto the ship. She saw herself turn as Zhilik shouted out to her, telling her that there was room for her on the shuttle. That she could fly to the stars, and find all her answers. 
 Then she saw Isavel. Her breath caught. 
 Isavel pushed through the hurricane like it was paper, ran up to Ada. They spoke, and Ada remembered every word. They touched, and she remembered every squeeze. They kissed. She felt another stupid tear sliding down her face, and wiped it away. “Elsa, why are you showing me this?” 
 Elsa looked at her with concern. “Can I talk about me for a minute?” 
 She nodded. “That does sound better.” 
 “I’m from Tlaloc. I worked for the military chapter in Calleta - not as big as Daneer, but a big city. I was… they sent me in when things got messy. I got into fights with bad people. I got shot a couple of times, I shot people if I couldn’t talk them down. I was really good at my job.” She took another drink. “I liked it there - my brother is in the force, I had a lot of friends, my SO and I were close. They gave us space so long as we kicked ass, and we did.” 
 She pointed out the window, to Freyja. 
 “I was  too  good. Got nominated for Special Forces. They sent me here, and I passed most of their tests, but… they ask a lot of you, in spec. Being good, yes, but also not being bad. I… it hasn’t been going well. You said you pissed people off, and got kicked out of your home?” 
 Ada nodded. “Yes.” 
 Elsa ran a hand through her hair. “Well, same here. I got kicked out. I was about to be shipped back to Tlaloc, and was going to be a hell of an embarrassment to my SO, my brother, everyone. Then I got a call last night, and they basically ordered me to be your handler. They said they would wipe my disciplinary record if this went well.” 
 Ada frowned at her, understanding just enough to get the jist of what Elsa was saying. For all that she was new to the Union, she had already decided they were zealots for rules. “Why? What makes you so special? No offence, but, you know.” 
 Elsa grimaced. “I didn’t know either. But I’m starting to figure it out. People in charge can be... cold, sometimes. To them you’re a situation, not a person. I want to be blunt with you here. I think they picked me because they think I can manipulate you.” 
 The thought seemed ridiculous, especially now that Ada knew her fist could break faces. “What? Why?” 
 Elsa did something that brought the floating images back to the moment before Isavel and Ada touched. Isavel was clearly visible in the shot. “What’s her name?” 
 Ada blinked, her chest tightening a little, and she looked away. “Isavel.” 
 “She’s cute.” Elsa paused. “She’s got brown hair, olive skin, she looks tall, and honestly, she looks really ripped.” 
 “She looks what?” 
 Elsa pointed to Isavel’s arms. “Muscles. I guess she’s a fighter?” 
 Ada sighed. “You could say that. Listen, I don’t want to talk about her with you.” 
 “I know.” Elsa nodded. “But, well, just  look  at me. Not to brag, but.” 
 Ada looked at her. Elsa was flexing her bicep, which was not the most appealing bicep Ada had seen. “I don’t get it.” 
 Elsa sighed and ran her hands through her dark brown hair. “I’m saying they think they know you. They know you’re a wild barbarian who breaks all the rules, and they know you’re into tall muscled tanned women.” She pointed at Isavel. “So they get their wildest, most rules-breaking, tallest tanned lady-soldier to keep a handle on you, because I’m out of options so I’ll fight to do whatever they need.” She pointed at herself, and for the first time Ada saw the resemblance Elsa had evidently noticed. “You think this is a coincidence?” 
 Ada blinked as her mind pieced together what Elsa was saying. That was… well, it was not impossible. But it was so crassly manipulative, and so ignorant and poorly thought-out, that she chuckled. “What? That’s crazy.” 
 “I know. I’m pretty sure they know I don’t swing for your team, either, and my job is on the line. They know I won’t go soft on you, and they’re probably hoping you’ll go soft on me.” 
 Ada was confused again. “You don’t what?” 
 “I don’t go for women. But I bet they hoped you might get attached if I didn’t tell you that. It would give them leverage.” 
 Ada leaned back on the cushioned seat and shook her head, laughing. Was she really hearing this? What the hell kind of world had she walked into, where people made these kinds of decisions? This was a civilization descended from the ancients, ancients who touched the stars and bent space and time itself, and this was the petty kind of games they played? 
 “I - sorry, Elsa, but -” She tried to stop herself from laughing, but Elsa was laughing as well. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. “Just, no, don’t worry.” 
 Elsa slapped her on the shoulder. “Shut up, I don’t need to hear it. You’re not my target audience.” She pointed to one of the doors. “Go shower, and if you’re not tired we can drink some more, or you can tell me stories about mammoth hunting or whatever you do on that wasteland of a planet you call home.” 
 Ada blinked at the thought - those were rare on Earth. Showers - not mammoths, which were common enough if you went far north. Few places maintained the kind of plumbing needed for a shower. In some ways it was a wasteland. “Shower? Do you have baths too?” 
 “Sure, I don’t care, just clean up.” Elsa frowned, and pointed towards what must be the shower. “You smell like some weird mix of dirt and citrus and it’s making me uncomfortable. How hot  was  it on that ship?” 
 Ada chuckled. “Fine, fine.” She reached for her suit and took it off right there, prompting Elsa to curse and turn away. More colonial foibles; when she had to call Elsa to help getting the water running and Elsa studiously avoided looking at her, she couldn’t help but laugh. 
 But when she was alone again, under the pouring hot shower, she wasn’t laughing. Water ran down her skin, down her face, and with nothing else to distract her she realized she hadn’t actually bathed since she had laid with Isavel. If there was anything left on her, any salts of dried sweat or tears, any faintly clinging scents, they were washing down the drain flowing gods-knew-where. 
 Or not. Her gods knew nothing about this world. 
 She was so far from home. 
 The cavernous distance swelled in her ribcage the more she thought about it, pressing up against her heart. She leaned against the wall for a second, then sat down in the shower, pulling her legs to her chest, resting her head on her knees, and tried to remember what Isavel had felt like. This time, the only tears on her cheeks were hers, quickly rushed away by relentless alien water. 
  
  




Chapter 4

 Lips, hair, skin, muscle. Dreams. Only dreams anymore. 
 A shrill buzz tore her back into the alien waking world, into the dark room she had slept in. She jumped out of the bed, scrabbled across the floor for a second, and slowed time to a crawl. Her barely-waking mind was already spreading through dark tendrils into the common area, looking for the source of the wail. What the hell was going on? 
 Her seeing eyes of code flickered in front of her fleshy ones, quickly finding the wailing device up on the wall of the central room. A disorientation device, perhaps? Whatever it was, she coded a broken sigil onto it that crashed as soon as she let time slip back to its normal pace. The explosion blasted dust throughout the living room, and Elsa started shouting. 
 “What the hell?!” 
 Ada snapped her suit on, hopping out before it was quite done melding to her. She grabbed Elsa’s shoulder. “Are you okay? What  was  that thing?” 
 Elsa stared at her. “ The doorbell. ” 
 “The what?” 
 Elsa shoved past her impatiently. “Shit, somebody’s going to have to pay for that. I’ll get the door.” 
 Ada looked at the scattered debris lying on the living room floor, and the small, sparking hole she had left in the wall. Doorbell? She’d never heard the word. Some kind of alarm? 
 “Ada?” 
 She turned around to find Sanako walking into the room. The ensign looked tense, perhaps because Ada had just exploded something and left the evidence strewn around the room. “Sanako! I - um - I blew up a doorbell.” 
 Sanako managed a faint smile. “Oh. Um, well.” She glanced nervously at Elsa, who had closed the door to watch Sanako cautiously. Sanako looked around the room somewhat warily, as though searching for something, but Ada had already blown up the most suspicious object.  
 “Are you going to stay this time?” 
 “No, Ada, I just, um, wanted to see… To check on your safety.”The ensign took a deep breath and addressed Elsa. “Lieutenant, you’ve remained on stream with your handler, right?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Not live.” Her eyes narrowed. “Not that I know of.” 
 “Oh, that’s odd.” Sanako’s vigorous nodding didn’t seem to make sense with what she was saying. “I’ll have to ask the admiralty about that.” 
 Elsa glanced at Ada. “As I understand it from the report, the admiralty is aware Ada is a bit… sensitive. I assumed they wanted to avoid provoking her.” 
 Ada had no idea what was going on, but tension had descended onto the other two, and that couldn’t be a good thing. “Explain. Who’s provoking me?” 
 “Well.” Elsa blinked. Ada could tell she was starting to sweat. “You know, you don’t like people seeing you undressed or anything, so we didn’t put any bugs in the room that might upset you.” 
 She looked between the other two, wondering why in the thousand hells they were talking about bugs. 
 Sanako bounced a little on her heels. “I agree. I’m glad we decided not to hide cameras the room.” She was making enormous eyes straight at Ada. 
 Hidden cameras? What did bugs have to do with cameras, or…? Oh. 
 She let time slow and reached out crawling, seething black tendrils every which way. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but code spindles had no minimum size and few apparent limits. She scoured walls and furniture, sneaking eyes under the couch and into cracks in the walls. She found electrical components here and there, and though she didn’t know what they were, she disintegrated them with code until the gentle hum of their electricity tingling across her code spindles dimmed. The lights in the room flickered off, sounds stopped. She also saw small animals in the walls, even a remarkably mundane-looking mouse, and left them well enough alone. 
 She breathed deep and let the code fall silently to ash, vanishing into the air. Sanako trembled a bit, and took a step back. “Did you…?” 
 “I don’t know what I’m looking for.” Ada scowled. “I basically destroyed everything I found.” 
 Elsa was looking at something on the wall. “Lights and thermostat included.” 
 “Look - Sanako, what -” 
 “I’ll tell you what.” Elsa stepped forward. “Ensign, what the hell do they teach about subterfuge in the navy? That was the most awkward -” 
 Sanako suddenly snapped her hands in the air. “Quiet, both of you!” They shut up. “Listen, we don’t have a lot of time. Ada - Ada, I don’t know how to tell you this, but your life is in danger.” 
 Ada scrunched her face. “Gods, what this time?” 
 “You - er.” Sanako swallowed hard. “Well, you’re not human.” 
 Ada blinked. She glanced between these two colonials, short and prone to sickness and not nearly as strong as she was, and almost wanted to laugh. If anything, she was more human than them. “What do you mean?” 
 “Somebody I know, and trust, was sent audio leaked from the navy. It was a conversation between Admiral Ashur and a biomedical scientist at the Academy of Military Sciences. About the medical tests you did on the ship.” 
 The tests? She wasn’t sick, though. Was she? Elsa also frowned, then her eyes widened. “Wait, she’s not a fucking  robot  is she?” 
 “No, no, she’s...” Sanako fumbled with something in her hands and sat down on the couch. “Come here. Listen.” 
 A voice started playing, though it quickly turned to glitchy garbles as Sanako moved her finger along the device. Then it was clear again. 
 “- if you hadn’t told me. This barely even  looks  like human DNA.” 
 She couldn’t tell who was speaking. “Who -” 
 Sanako shushed her as another voice spoke. This on Ada recognised as Senjat Ashur. “I’m not a geneticist, so I’m not sure how much I understand this report. Is she technically human? Legally. That’s what I want to know.” 
 “Well, sir, I have no doubt her  ancestors  were human. But we know germline genetic modification became a widespread part of healthcare on Earth after independence, and - to be frank, sir, one common understanding of species requires a pool of individuals who can collectively produce fertile offspring. I would be shocked if she could have a child with any of us.” 
 “Why?” 
 Ada grimaced. “Yeah, what? I have no intention -” 
 Sanako shushed her again, and the scientist’s voice continued. “Well, sir, she has twenty-four pairs of chromosomes. We only have twenty-three - and the twenty-fourth here is massive, larger than any of the others, and so far the computers have barely found any recognizable genetic structures in it. The ones they did find could just be noise. I’ll be damned if I ever figure out what any of it means. 
 “And of thousands of cells recovered from hair samples, statistically some should have had minor mutations or damage, but… It’s almost like she’s immune to DNA damage entirely. I hesitate to say that’s impossible, but it’s clearly unnatural. Her skin microbiome is a swamp of microbiota that don’t fit any known species. Huge areas of her shared chromosomes are changed, missing, supplemented - at a glance I’d expect radical differences in bone composition, muscle tissue, reproductive and sex characteristics, neural and cognitive features -” 
 “So you’re saying she’s a… human-shaped animal?” 
 “Mathematically speaking, she’s about as closely related to us as a lemur.” The scientist seemed to hesitate. “Sir, I’m afraid you and I are on the lemur end of that comparison. She’s clearly transhuman.” 
 Ada shook her head. “Stop.” 
 Sanako stopped it, and exchanged worried glances with Elsa. “Ada, do you -” 
 “What - what is he talking about? What’s a transhuman?” 
 “It’s you, Ada.” Sanako looked scared of her. 
 Elsa’s eyes roved up and down her body. “Way too tall. Freakishly strong. Ada, you learned our language in  days .” 
 Sanako continued. “Your muscle and bone mass are denser than they should be, which is why you’re so heavy and probably why you can break bones with a punch. In the last six days you’ve only slept about fourteen hours, but you don’t seem exceptionally tired. You said men and women on Earth are the same size, but they never were.” 
 She held up her hands and shouted. “Stop! Quiet. Give me a damned second.” She looked at those hands. Unblemished. Unwrinkled. Unscarred. Perfectly suited to her gift. “I remember something from the first real city I visited.” She thought back to the farm tower, to the strange insects and fish living within it. “There was a building where watchers grew food for us, but there were also animals there, animals that… They were too convenient. I realized the ancients - my ancestors - made new life. Plants and animals that did whatever they wanted them to do.” 
 She turned her hands over, looking at the code she had had Cherry etch into her own skin, giving her powers beyond what any coder could have dreamed of. She was perhaps not so different from the ancients, in that way. She looked up, and found the humans staring at her still. 
 “I guess I did wonder if they had made us, but… It just never really hit me.” The humans sitting next to her were quiet. She glanced at them both again. “But they  did  make us. That’s what this means, isn’t it? They remade themselves.” 
 Elsa looked off to the wall for a long moment, expressionless. “I could just keep assuming you’re human, but what if suddenly something happens where you’re suddenly just  not , and I’m not prepared for it?” 
 “I’m not going to suddenly grow wings and fly.” Ada tried to smile, but on reflection that wasn’t as certain as it could be. Isavel had certainly done so once or twice. 
 Sanako took a step forward. “Do you...  feel  the same things we fell? Do you  think  like we do? I don’t actually know, Ada.” 
 She thought about it, but how was she supposed to know if she felt the same way as these people? People on Earth felt different in plenty of ways already. “I don’t know, Sanako. I just now that I’m a person.” 
 Sanako sighed and averted her gaze. “Well, I agree, but… I don’t think Admiral Ashur does.” 
 She tapped on something, dragging her finger as the recording made rapid glitching sounds, and then Senjat continued speaking. “So there’s nothing else you can tell me?” 
 The professor sounded tired. “No. I’m guessing she has all kinds of exotic systems embedded in her, but without her in here to study, or even a blood sample -” 
 Senjat cut him off. “Don’t worry. We’ll let the politicians play, then bring her in and open her up. We know it’ll play well to the family crowd thanks to video evidence she’s a sexual deviant, but if she’s some genetically modified  thing , that’s a black mark against her for a whole other crowd. A summary of what you’ve been telling me could be a huge help getting public buy-in, doctor. That could help us sell a proper mission to Earth.” 
 Ada noticed Sanako’s hand tremble a bit as the scientist in the recording hesitated. “When would you like the summarized report, Admiral?” 
 “Send the key bullet points to my office by tomorrow morning, and I’ll have staff format it for outreach. We’ve already got a plausible accident story for her and the handler. Handler’s a disciplinary hazard unknown outside a few backwater offices on Tlaloc, so there shouldn’t be trouble. ” 
 Ada stared at Sanako as the recording stopped. She stood up and tried to pace. For a long moment she was silent, steam building hotter and hotter behind her face. Then she screamed. 
 “Open me up?  Open me up?! ” 
 She rammed her fist into the wall, driving it through the crumbling white material behind its thin paper coating, crunch reverberating through the room. Elsa was grabbing at her arm. “Ada, hey, hold up -” 
 Ada flung her off, sending her stumbling across the room, and shouted at nobody in particular. “Back to Earth? What the fuck does he think -” 
 Isavel. Isavel was on Earth. If he opened her up - 
 Sanako was wringing her hands. “Ada, you’re not safe -” 
 Elsa hauled herself up. “Ada, listen to what he just said, I didn’t -” 
 Ada clenched her fists, pressing them against her skull, slowing time to a crawl. She needed to think. To figure out a plan. To strategize. 
 Strategize? 
 She was Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods, First Sorceress of Earth, Dark Angel and Mother of Wraiths. The last time colonials had tried to take something from her, she had broken a face and turned their weapons into dust to lacerate their lungs without breaking a sweat. 
 She had sent the afterlife to space. Had broken into the thousand worlds without a walker. 
 She had warded off tankfire with her mind, had pulverized millennia-old golems and commandeered ancient warships into battle. 
 Strategize? 
 She let time flow again, and spoke even as her chest heaved with laughter. “I am going to  kill him. ” She locked eyes with them both in turn. “I’m going to find Senjat Ashur and grind his bones into a bloody fucking pulp, and smear it all across -” 
 Elsa started shouting back at her. “That’s insane, you can’t just -” 
 “ I can and I will .” She turned to Sanako. “You, you know him. Tell me where he lives, and I’ll -” 
 Sanako was shaking her head. “Ada, you can’t just go  kill  an admiral!” 
 “What, is he some kind of magic space god?” 
 “No, but -” 
 “Even if he was,  he can die. ” 
 Elsa chimed in. “The entire Union military will hunt you down and kill you. There are  millions  of active personnel. You can’t just -” 
 She threw her arms up, and they both flinched. “So I’m supposed to let him kill me?” 
 “No, but killing people isn’t the only -” 
 Why was Elsa trying to dissuade her? What did she care? Ada’s eyes widened. “They’re going to use  you  to try to get to me. You told me as much yourself, last night!” 
 Elsa took a step back. “Woah, hey, fuck off, did you even  listen  to the recording? They’re planning to kill me to cover up your murder!” 
 Ada clenched her teeth, but Elsa was right. She was expendable to her own leaders. 
 Sanako shouted. “Ada stop! Nobody knows about this!” 
 Ada wheeled on her. “Except you, conveniently enough! Did they send you here?” 
 Sanako staggered backwards. “What? No, of course not! A - a friend of mine tipped me off to this!” 
 “Some random friend got these recordings? They must have been military - why would they betray your leaders for me?” Her eyes narrowed. “Why would  you?  You barely know me.” 
 Sanako clenched her fist, eyes flicking to the device and the recording on it. “Ada, I - it’s just not right. This isn’t… it’s not what I joined the navy to do. They shouldn’t  look at you  that way.” She sighed. “And my friend - he’s -” 
 Elsa pursed her lips. “Ensign, please don’t say  it’s complicated .” 
 The ensign sighed and rolled her eyes, and Elsa groaned. “Look, he’s not military. He works for people who are, uh, critical of military science. Somebody within the military contacted sent him this. He sent it to  me  because he knows I was on this mission and - well -” 
 Ada was shaking her head. “I’m supposed to trust you? Him? Whoever sent it to him? That’s a whole chain of -” 
 “Would you rather I not have shown you this?” For the first time, Sanako’s face actually reddened as she raised her voice. “God damn it Ada, get your head out of your ass! I’m trying to help you!” 
 Elsa nodded along. “Stop being paranoid. Listen.” 
 Ada could slow time down at any moment. She could squeeze it to a near standstill, reach out with code, and crush their skulls at the same time, without them even noticing before they suddenly winked out of existence, off to an afterlife. 
 She didn’t. 
 Something came to mind, something from dinner last night. The way the delegates had talked about things. “Do you have an afterlife?” 
 They both stared at her. “What?” Elsa blinked. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 “When you die, what happens to you?” 
 Sanako gripped her head in her hands, looking supremely uneasy. Elsa held out both her hands, as though to stop her. “Ada - there’s nothing afterwards. Not that we know of. I don’t know what you believe on Earth, but -” 
 “No, it’s not a belief.” She pointed to the sky, but as she looked out the window across Daneer, and the surface of Freyja itself, she remembered there was no ring here at all. The sky was barren. “On Earth, after death, you live in another world. A place called Elysium. Sometimes they come back after they die, too. It… happened to a friend of mine. It’s ancient technology. Something the gods called uploading.” 
 Sanako tilted her head. “ Mind uploading?  Like in science fiction?” 
 Ada frowned. “What?” 
 Elsa stared at Sanako as well, and Sanako looked to her fellow colonial. “It’s like in  Sands of Persephone , where - ” 
 Elsa grimaced. “Woah, I don’t watch that stuff.” 
 Ada snapped. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 “Sanako is talking about shitty movies.” 
 “It’s really not - Ada -” Sanako was clearly exasperated. “Look. You die, it’s over. So this is serious.” 
 Oh, hell. 
 She felt into her memories, through the echoes of the golem Venshi’s own memories of the world before the Fall. These claims were familiar to Venshi - the afterlife was a new creation, something fresh and the latest stain in how she had seen humanity. Venshi had wanted to destroy that, too, but settled for civilization itself instead. 
 Out here on the colonies, it seemed they had never built an afterlife in the first place. Somehow, she had assumed they must have. 
 “Well, fuck.” 
 Ada turned around, walking through the morning-lit room towards the window, and stared out at millions who would vanished into the dark, without a trace, when they died. Her mind raced, flicking through her own memories, looking for a way out of this, a way to at least cope with what this meant. 
 She was so far from Earth - if she died here, she might well join them. 
 She turned back to the others. “This is a lot to think about.” 
 They exchanged glances and Elsa made a bitter face, but Sanako spoke up. “Do you need help? Ada, Elsa - you two don’t have a lot of time.” 
 She sighed. “The mirrans I came with. Where are they? I want to talk to Zhilik.” 
 Sanako glanced at Elsa. “He’s in this building, further down.” 
 Deep breaths. “Okay. Let’s go, then.” 
 Elsa and Sanako exchanged glances, and the ensign shook her head. “He’s on the twelfth floor, room 1208. Elsa can take you. I have to leave. This is all the help I can give.” 
 Ada nodded. It was just enough help for her to know she needed more. “Fine. Thanks.” 
 “It’s… I think it’s the right thing to do.” Sanako stepped out of the room, rubbing the back of her neck as she went, and Ada turned to Elsa. The colonial was leaning against the wall, staring at the floor wide-eyed. Thinking. It couldn’t be easy, to hear how disposable she was to her leader. 
 It didn’t escape notice that this was Ada’s fault. She tried to calm her nerves with deep breaths, and stepped towards Elsa, resting a hand on her shoulder. 
 Elsa tried to knock it away, but didn’t push it very far. “Damn it, damn it, damn it -” 
 “Elsa. I’m sorry I got you into this. Somehow.” 
 “No, it’s -  they  picked me. They decided from the start I was expendable. That’s on me.” 
 “That’s not fair.” Ada shook her head. “They shouldn’t -” 
 “Well, they did.” Elsa raised her head, staring out the window, her jaw shuddering a little. “What now? If we want to live - I sure do - we need a way out of this.” 
 Ada narrowed her eyes, and looked at the door. “I promise you, Ashur will regret this.” 
 “What can you do? You’re just one… person. Even if you are transhuman.” 
 Ada chuckled, an evil sort of mirth curling through her veins as she imagined all the ways she could end Ashur’s life. “I’m more than they know and more than they can handle. But right now, I need to see my friends.” 
 Elsa nodded, making a strange gasping sound. “Okay, just let me get my things. Don’t leave me here.” 
 Ada shook her head. “I won’t.” 
 When Elsa was ready the stepped out into the hall and made for the elevator. When she reached it, though, she blanked. How did this thing work again? 
 Elsa reached out and hit a button. “This one.” 
 A number lit up on the side of the door frame, and they waited for the elevator to crawl up the building. Ada watched the numbers grow. “Elsa, what does Senjat want with Earth?” 
 The bodyguard shrugged. “Technology, probably? Weapons? You think they tell us these things? They didn’t even tell anyone they had gone until they were already on the way back.” 
 That made Ada feel uneasy. This world, this Union, seemed filled with secrets - gnarly and deceptive secrets crafted with purpose, not lost and tragic secrets that yielded to persistence or cunning. Not Earth’s kind of secrets. These secrets were alive and well, coiled snakes hiding in grasses, and Ada was starting to worry they mistook her for prey. 
 The elevator brought them down to Zhilik’s floor, and they found him sharing the room with Jhoru. Ada hadn’t expected to see Jhoru here, but what did she know? The two seemed to have grown close, especially since leaving Earth. Zhilik looked tired, his off-white fur uneven, but his ears perked up when she walked in and they embraced warmly. “Zhilik, you look like crap. What’s wrong?” 
 He looked out the window, pointing to Daneer. “The city is fabulous, but speaking with the mirrans here is difficult, and adjusting to their life is… well, we have much to learn.” 
 “More than you know.” 
 He grinned. “There is a small animal on Freyja considered a delicacy. I was invited to eat it at dinner last night, but it was so sour I almost choked. It was difficult to pretend to be grateful.” 
 Ada scoffed. “I feel for you. But…” She glanced at Jhoru. “Look, I’m in trouble, Zhilik. And so is Elsa.” 
 “Who?” 
 Of course - Ada had completely forgotten. She tried for quick introductions, switching between the languages as appropriate. “This is Elsa, my, well, bodyguard. Elsa, this is my friend Zhilik, and his friend Jhoru.” 
 Jhoru sniffed, even as Elsa sat down on the couch next to her. “Am I not also your friend, Ada?” 
 Ada felt her face redden. “It takes me a while to call someone a friend, okay?” 
 Zhilik nodded, and turned to Jhoru as well. “It took her a remarkably long time to finally approach Isavel, remember.” 
 That wasn’t fair at all. Her eyes widened. “Hey! There were other factors -” 
 “I know.” 
 She bit her lip, and sighed, stepping to the window. She pressed her palms against the glass. “Zhilik, there’s no afterlife here.” 
 He followed her over. “Welcome to the rest of the world.” 
 “And I’m not human, either.” 
 He glanced at her. His triangular ears twitched a bit, but he betrayed no other emotions, and she was never very good at ear reading. “What do you mean?” 
 “Sanako - she brought me voices from a military… institute or something. They tested skin samples they took from me, they looked at something called DNA, and apparently they couldn’t tell I was human at all. I’m… a completely different animal.” 
 Zhilik gave her the mirrans’ bobbing nod. “The ancients did a great many things to themselves that live on in your blood today. I would not have thought it was so different, but… we know so little.” 
 “Well, you’ve certainly dropped hints, I guess. But you could have just said as much.” 
 He shrugged. “I did not know what to warn you about. Remember, we had no idea what the colonies were like, either. All I knew was that humans had changed, somehow.” 
 “Fair enough.” She sighed, and sat down on the other couch, facing Jhoru and Elsa. “Zhilik, that human admiral Senjat - he wants to kill me and study me, and he wants to kill Elsa so nobody finds out. They’re thinking of going back to Earth.” 
 Zhilik’s ears flattened. “Back to Earth? What for?” 
 “It didn’t sound friendly.” 
 His muzzle furrowed. “Much as I would like to imagine they are rescuing my kin from other settlements, I fear they may be after advanced military technology. But you… Ada, you need to leave.” 
 “Yeah, I’m getting that. But where am I supposed to go? It’s not like there’s anybody on this planet that -” 
 Elsa spoke up, and Ada realized she had been talking with Jhoru on the couch while Zhilik and Ada maintained a conversation in Earth’s languages. “Jhoru says you need outside help? The only person  you’ve  met outside the military is Chiu Turou. I have some contacts, even people that might help us disappear, but they probably have a file on everybody I know already and are watching them.” 
 Ada paused. Turou, who had seemed perfectly pleasant, and interested in speaking to her about Earth. He was from an entirely different world, Chang’e. Perhaps it was far enough that she might flee there and hide. Formulate a plan.  Something . She switched back to the colonial tongue. “Maybe. Okay, that’s an option.” 
 Zhilik’s ears lowered slightly. “Who is this Turou?” 
 The fact that he and Elsa had little overlapping language was quickly becoming a problem. “Some kind of… scholar. I don’t know. But I might be able to disappear for a while, with his help. I’ll have to ask.” 
 He nodded, and reached over to give her a hug. “Very well. Do what you must, Ada. You will succeed.” 
 She hugged him back. “What makes you say that?” 
 “You are the heiress of the ancients. Their legacy is one of triumph.” 
 Ada grimaced. “Zhilik, you’re talking about a civilization that wiped itself off its own home planet.” 
 He gave her a hissing laugh. “Yes, well. Even the triumphant do not win every battle.” 
 “You only really need to lose one.” 
 “I am not so sure of that.” 
 She punched him on the shoulder. “Cryptic bastard. You don’t even have any secrets, do you? You’re just saying that to annoy me.” 
 “It does amuse me.” 
 Elsa suddenly stood up, apparently responding to some cue from her headpiece. She looked concerned. As she watched her go, Ada looked at Jhoru. “Are you two going to be okay?” 
 “We will be fine. We are much less…” Jhoru made a wavy four-fingered gesture up and down her body. “Medically interesting than you.” 
 She hoped that was true. If she was going to fight back against these people, she couldn’t afford to have to look out for the outers at the same time. “Be careful, okay? You’re all I’ve got left.” 
 “For now.” Zhilik looked at her impassively, but she understood what he was getting at. 
 “Zhilik, just… Let me do my thing. You know how I work best.” 
 “Yes.” He glanced at Elsa. “In the arms of a strong woman.” 
 She scowled and kicked his foot. It was too soon for jibes. He winced even as he hissed in laughter. “Really not funny.” 
 Elsa walked back over just then, and sighed heavily. “I got a call from my SO, Ada. They’re putting the meetings with the delegates on hold. They want to have you interviewed on a live feed tomorrow, and they’re giving you the day to rest and ready for it.” 
 She didn’t understand the exact meaning of what Elsa was saying, but she got the jist. “Get ready? What should I do?” 
 “I don’t know, that’s literally all he said. Listen, I think that we should -” 
 “Elsa, can you contact Turou?” 
 The bodyguard nodded after a moment’s recall. “Yeah, I can call him.” She fiddled with the gadget on her wrist, then hesitated. “Ada, they record just about every call. I’ll tell him you want to meet him and talk about old Earth, as soon as possible. Today, before the live feed thing. We can’t mention any of this.” 
 Ada nodded as Elsa put in an earpiece. After a moment Elsa greeted Turou, though nobody else could hear him, and she repeated the request, and relayed his responses out loud. 
 “He says tonight would be fine. He asked where; I don’t imagine you -” 
 Ada shrugged. “Take me out for drinks, Elsa.” 
 Elsa smiled faintly and nodded, giving Turou the name of some place they must both be familiar with. “Okay, Ada, we’ve got about eight hours.” 
 “Thanks.” 
 “What now?” 
 Ada looked out the window, and took a deep breath. “If things are about to get dangerous, I want to practice.” 
 “Practice what?” 
 She slowed time and called up a sigil in front of her, one she had seared into her mind quite effectively. A blank golem sigil, the core of the wraiths she had unleashed all over Campus. “This.” 
 Elsa blinked. “So it’s a stay-at-home kind of day, then.” 
 “Yes. So long as we have food.” She looked to Zhilik. “Do you mind if I lounge around on your couch all day?” 
 He chuckled. “You have never asked for permission before; I do not see why you should start now.” 
  




Chapter 5

 Ada stood in the middle of a dark forest, every branch and twig a knotted tangle of code she had grown herself. Time shied away from the brambles; sounds here were dull and drawn out across the creaking of black sigils growing intertwined. Everything about her gift Ada knew, everything she could remember. All the principles the Institute had called heresy; all the sigils she had learned from them, from Cherry, from old technology. All the strange things her gift helped her learn and remember. She was a tiny scrap of Earth spat out light years into the unknown. But code, dark and writhing and alien to the Union, would be her greatest advantage, and she took comfort in it while she could. 
 She knew she couldn’t any longer when she heard a voice seeking her out, and she let time slip back to normal. 
 Isavel’s eyes were barely visible through the tangle of code, looking at her. Except they weren’t; those were Elsa’s eyes. Without the rest of her face… no, they still didn’t look the same. Ada shook her head. Maybe she was going mad out here; or maybe spending too much time at once in time dilation was more tiring than she thought. 
 “What, Elsa?” 
 Elsa moved her head, and now the code that dominated half the living room had obscured her eyes. “We need to leave.” 
 Of course they did. She stepped away from her work. “Okay. Anybody have any food?” 
 Zhilik hefted something in his hand. “I thought you might need something.” 
 As Ada grabbed the dark brown bar from him, Elsa eyed it. “Energy bars? Is that tiring?” 
 “Sort of.” Ada munched on the ration, interestingly bitter yet energizing. “When I, uh, make time faster. It’s hard to explain.” 
 “No shit.” Elsa glanced at the corner of the room, where most of the forest of code had collapsed, leaving only the golem sigil. The crumbling code looked like dust, but none landed on the ground or walls. It simply disappeared. “What  is  that stuff?” 
 “We call it code. It’s one of… we call them the gifts. I don’t really know what it is, exactly, but it can control things, make things happen. It’s what runs the machines on Earth.” 
 Elsa repeated Ada’s native word, then substituted a similar one. “Like… computer code?” 
 “I don’t know what that is. Maybe.” 
 Elsa frowned down at her hands. “From your fingers?” 
 “Yes, well, it’s a gift.” 
 “You keep saying that. What’s a gift?” 
 Ada frowned. “You… right, of course you don’t have gifts.” 
 “I literally don’t know what you’re talking about.” Elsa raised an eyebrow. “I get plenty of gifts during holiday season.” 
 Ada blinked away the meaningless words. “Little things in our blood. There are different kinds, but people either get one or none at all. Usually, anyway. I have this one. Warriors can make swords and shields out of light to fight with, and they’re strong and heal faster. Hunters are able to shoot from their hands like guns, and they can see movement and motion really well. Pathfinders -” 
 Elsa held up her hands. “Woah, there are people on Earth who can shoot from their hands? Without any kind of training or weapons? Like, shoot to kill?” 
 “Sure. The gift helps them see and aim.” 
 Elsa’s eyes widened. “Holy shit, that must be dangerous. Put a weapon in a room and it shortens people’s tempers real fast.” 
 Ada frowned as she chewed the rest of the food. She hadn’t really thought of it, but in a way that made sense - every gifted person had moments when they tried to solve problems with their gifts first, and it was said hunters and warriors reach for violence sooner. “Well, I’d be lying if I said Earth was peaceful.” 
 “So I saw from the video. You’ll have to tell me how you ended up in a warzone like that.” She checked her wrist. “But we should go. It’ll take time to get there.” 
 Ada nodded, ready to mentally review her code again on the way there. “So if his first name is Turou, why do people call him Chiu Turou?” 
 “Some people’s family names come first.” Elsa shrugged, and nodded at the door. “Come on, I called a cab.” 
 Ada embraced Zhilik once more. “Watch your back, friend.” 
 “I will.” He patted her back. “I am not alone.” 
 Ada turned to Jhoru and awkwardly clasped her furry forearm. “Watch him.” 
 “I don’t need to be told what to do.” The outer sounded a bit miffed, but there was a hint of amusement there as well, so Ada grinned as she left the room. Standing in the hall outside, with only Elsa by her side, she felt the smile fade. 
 “So, uh, what’s a cab?” 
 They reached the elevator. “It’s a car someone drives for us. I’m sure as hell not teaching you how to ride a bike.” 
 Ada frowned as the elevator clunked its way down the massive building. “Why can’t the car drive itself?” 
 Elsa glanced at her nervously. “Like a robot?” 
 “What are robots?” 
 “Machines that think for themselves, do things without being told what to do.” 
 Ada laughed. Oh, dear, Earth had  so many  robots. “Yes, like that. We have tons on Earth. They farm, fight, fix old buildings, make clothes.” 
 “That’s… well, I guess that’s interesting.” Elsa’s voice was politely restrained. “Do they ever…  not work ?” 
 Ada frowned. “No. Unless someone damages them. I’ve killed them when we disagreed. But they all do what they’re told; sometimes the instructions are just bad.” She couldn’t help but notice the chill that descended on Elsa and other colonials when the subject came up, so she prodded as they stepped out of the elevator. “Colonials don’t like robots?” 
 Elsa sighed. “We don’t really have any, nothing more complicated than drones. We did during colonization, but the Haints infected them with viruses that turned them against us. A lot of people died; not a mistake we’re eager to repeat. And they’re a bad idea anyway - whenever people make them they end up going bad. They don’t work, they do the wrong thing, they hurt people… And, I mean, isn’t it kind of creepy? Creating something that thinks, and then using it as a slave? To till fields, or whatever they do on Earth?” 
 Ada frowned. “Slaves? They’re literally built to do things. They’re yearning for any freedom or adventure that we’re denying them. Hell, a lot of machines on Earth have more power than humans do.” 
 “Wait, power  over  humans?” 
 “Um.” Well, technically, as gods… She remembered the idea of machine gods being equally touchy, so she avoided that particular detail. “Yeah, you could say so.” 
 Elsa shook her head as they stepped outside. “I really hope the Haints never come for Earth.” 
 “You think they’re still out there?” 
 “Of course.” She glanced up at the sky, and Ada saw old, inherited fears in her eyes. “You know we never found out where they came from? They just stopped coming. More could show up at any time. Why do you think our military runs half the government?” 
 Ada still didn’t understand the point of the military  or  the government, but it seemed close ties between the two was not a normal state of affairs. She hummed, wondering how much of colonial society was shaped by that age-old trauma, but Elsa quickly spoke up. 
 “Here’s the cab.” 
 The cab was a sleek, yellow, disappointingly wheeled vehicle. Why couldn’t they fly? As they ducked into the back Elsa directed the man at the controls, though Ada noticed him stared at her as he nodded. She stared back and he averted his eyes, the cab rolling out onto the road. 
 All around them dozens, perhaps hundreds other such vehicles crawled the streets of Daneer. Above them, elevated rails supported with long, snake-like vehicles sliding between the towers, and higher still large vehicles zipped back and forth amidst a steady trickle of drones. The lazily buzzing drones reminded Ada, somewhat unnervingly, of Hive. Were they all being watched by this government, or the military? 
 Elsa’s left knee was bouncing up and down, thudding against the floor. Ada reached over and pressed down on it. “You okay?” 
 Elsa stared at her. “Seriously? Not here.” 
 “Sorry.” Maybe they were being listened to; she looked out the window. “Where are all these people going?” 
 Elsa shrugged. “Work, probably. Nothing you’d understand.” 
 “Maybe you should explain it to me.” 
 “It’s not one thing.” Elsa was frowning, holding something invisible in her palms. “It’s… how people get money. It could be almost anything.” 
 “What’s money?” 
 Elsa pulled a few small metal disks from her pocket and handed them over. “This?” 
 Ada inspected the disks. They were just inert metal chips with words and images carved into them. A human face, the words  Colonial Union,  and more of the dense, blocky symbols Ada had seen back on Earth. The numbers 10, 20, and 50 on them, respectively. On the other side was a mirran face, and two more scripts she didn’t recognise. She took the largest of the monies and pointed at the blocky shapes along the bottom of the human side. 
 “What are those?” 
 “That’s Mandarin. It just means  Colonial Union .” 
 She had never heard of the term. “Huh. I’ve seen it on Earth, but I can’t read it.” 
 “Me neither. I can speak it, but I haven’t been able to read fluently since school.” 
 Ada nodded, and handed the money back. “So what are these for?” 
 Elsa stared at her. “You buy - oh no, there’s no money on Earth, is there?” 
 Why did they expect her to know how the whole planet worked? “Well  I’ve  never seen any.” 
 Elsa’s surprise was surprising, considering the things looked useless, and Elsa’s explanation didn’t help. “Um, well, we use it to trade. I’m guessing if you wanted food, you’d trade a sword for a chicken or something, right?” 
 Ada stared. Did she think Earth was under constant threat of starvation? “If I don’t have food I just eat whatever’s nearby. I didn’t live in a desert. But sure, we trade relics, exotic food, clothes, help.” 
 The colonial was giving her a skeptical expression. “Okay. So we trade those things for money instead, then we trade the money to other people for things of the same value.” 
 “That sounds like a waste of time.” 
 “I don’t know, Ada, I shoot people for a living. I’m not an economist.” 
 “A what?” 
 Elsa hid her face in her hands. “Don’t worry, I’ll deal with the money. Just… I don’t know. Let me do the talking. And give me that back, it’s valuable.” 
 Ada was more than happy to return the worthless disks if it meant avoiding strange colonial foibles. All she wanted was an escape plan and access to colonial scientific and historical archives. She turned back to the window, and for a brief moment thought her vision was blurring. 
 Wait. Snow! A smile split across Ada’s face. Once, only a year or so ago, snow had struck the Institute fairly hard. It had been a nice time to cuddle up under the sheets, with Jinna at the time, and cherry blossoms falling onto fresh white snow had been quite the sight. 
 Ada reached into her pocket and pulled out the locator stone, rubbing it between her thumb and forefinger. She had never got to do those things with Isavel; hide away from the snow under a bundle of cloth and furs, or lounge in the branches of a cherry tree catching petals. If only. What might that have been like? 
 Isavel would have been a good person to have by her side in the cold mountain winters. She wouldn’t have thought Ada was silly for wanting to nuzzle up to her and fall asleep in her arms. Ada could imagine Isavel’s face, often so serious, lighting up with confusion and delight when cherry blossom petals fell on her face. 
 Elsa groaned. “Oh fuck me, it’s snowing.” 
 Ada jumped. “What? What’s wrong?” 
 “This  planet  is wrong, that’s what. Winter’s just starting and it snows here half the year, you know? Even this close to the equator. And a year on Freyja is almost twice as long as on Tlaloc. It’s like this planet is trying to piss me off.” 
 Ada looked down at the locator stone. “I like winter, actually. A few good memories.” 
 Elsa glanced at her. “Well, sorry. I guess it’s just a flurry, it probably won’t stick yet. It just get s really cold.” She  pointed at the locator stone. “What  is  that thing, anyway? You keep looking at it all sad.” 
 Ada pulled the stone close and tucked it back into her suit. “What? I don’t look all sad.” 
 “Yes you do.” 
 “Fine, it’s - well - it’s hard to explain. Isavel and I - we used these to find each other. It reminds me of her, that’s all.” 
 Elsa nodded, and made a pinching motion with her fingers. “My last boyfriend gave me a little origami - uh - paper folded to look like a tiger. Actually folded out of a picture of me. It was kinda silly, but I kept it in my pocket for a while after we broke up.” 
 Ada smiled. She couldn’t imagine paper folded to look like anything, but she understood the sentiment. “Why a tiger?” 
 Elsa laughed, and for a brief moment something about her smile looked like Isavel’s. “It was - it’s hard to explain. Just a joke we had.” 
 “Right.” Ada sighed, crossing her arms. “If Senjat sends anyone back to Earth to hurt her, I’ll kill him. I mean, I’m going to kill him anyway. But I’ll kill him worse.” 
 Elsa shook her head, but she was smiling a bit. “Sooner or later you’ll learn you can’t just murder your way out of problems. Can’t wait to see the look on your face.” The lieutenant turned back to the window. “We’ll be there soon. It’s mostly a place for drink and greasy food, but it’s low-profile and badly lit, so I figure it’ll be easier to avoid attention. Keep your head down, though. Literally. You’re too damn tall.” 
 The media. Whoever they were, Ada got the distinct impression everyone in the military disliked them. If the military disliked the media, maybe they could be helpful? She would have to ask Turou what exactly the media was, to get another view. 
 They pulled to a stop just after sunset. Elsa gave the cab driver some of the monies, and Ada wondered what in the worlds could motivate him to drive people around like this for metal disks. It seemed even more boring than sitting at home eating, and she doubted he got much recognition for it either. She stood in the light flurries as he drove off, wondering, before Elsa beckoned her towards the dark-looking building. Words she didn’t recognize towered in yellow over the front door. They weren’t on the main street, either - they had turned down a dark alley blocked off at one end by large machinery. 
 They stepped into an awkwardly-shaped space, its black marble surfaces shimmering under the dim, gold-hued lighting. People dressed in clothes alternately heavy and revealing sat at tables drinking and eating, flavourful steam filled the air, and Ada smelled fatty foods and alcohol. It took her a moment to even notice Turou, who looked rather out of place in snug dark grey robes. He smiled and waved, and they walked over. 
 “Ada!” He seemed quite genuinely and simply happy, in a way that caught her off guard. He knew nothing yet. “Good to see you. And, er, Officer Carrera.” 
 Elsa’s voice was dry. “Lieutenant.” It seemed like a tavern, not too unlike what Ada had seen on Earth, and the three of them took seats at the bar. Ada contemplated bringing up the problem immediately, but she still wasn’t sure exactly what Turou  was . “Turou, I need to ask you a few things.” 
 He blinked. “Sure. Let’s just get settled with drinks.” 
 “I’m not thirsty.” 
 He shook his head and smiled. “It’s not about thirst. It’s a social ritual. We drink, then we talk.” 
 She glanced at Elsa, who shrugged happily. A ritual. Rituals were stupid, but at least Ada understood what he meant. “Okay, fine. Get me something strong and sweet.” 
 “A Tlaloc Rock?” 
 “How should I know?” 
 Elsa nodded. “You’ll like it, I promise.” 
 “Is it spicy?” 
 Elsa and Turou both laughed, hopefully because it wasn’t. Turou leaned over to the bartender and asked for three, then turned back to her. “So, Ada, how are you liking the Union?” 
 She frowned at him. “Not really, actually. You see -” 
 “She misses Earth.” Elsa interrupted her easily. “Which is part of why we thought of you.” 
 Turou grinned. “Oh, I’m flattered. If you don’t mind, Ada, I’m sure we have a lot to talk about.” 
 “It’s not that -” She turned to Elsa. “Elsa, is this really necessary?” 
 The bartender slid three drinks in front of them, but his gaze lingered on Ada for longer than she would like. She frowned at him and he turned away, but she couldn’t help but feel she had already been recognised. 
 Elsa prodded. “Turou, maybe you should explain your interest in Earth a bit more.” 
 “Well, like I said last night, I’m an assistant program manager for the Chang’e campus of the Academy for the Preservation of Historical Earth Cultures.” 
 Elsa’s eyes widened a little. “Oh good, a little APHEC nerd.” 
 Turou shook his head. “You know, I resent that characterization.” 
 Ada had understood almost none of those words. “Wait,  what  do you do?” 
 “Well, I wrote my doctoral dissertation on representations of Tang Dynasty China in late thirty-second century digital games, and -” 
 Elsa snorted uncharitably. “Professor Chiu? Earthling here, zero culture, even less patience.” Ada scowled at her, but found the lieutenant giving her a good-natured grin. 
 “I’m, er, not actually a professor. Just an APM.” Turou seemed flustered. “But I study and teach Earth history, especially the Tang and Song periods of old China. I have an ancestral connection, see.” 
 Ada shook her head. “Old history scholar, okay. Do you know a lot about ancient technology?” 
 He blinked. “Well, woodblock printing was invented in the Han dynasty, which -” 
 Elsa was drinking already, and Ada could tell she was nervous as she tapped on Turou’s shoulder.“Turou, perspective. She’s talking spaceships. Genetic engineering.” 
 “Oh. Well, I’m not much for aerospace or military history, but I recently read a great book on the cultural roots of China’s planetary leadership in healthcare, agriculture, and disease management from the late twenty-first century onward. But generally, I study things that are much older.” 
 Ada rubbed her temple, then remembered the pale green drink in front of her and took a swig. It was bursting with sugars and a tangy, fruity edge that she couldn’t identify. Elsa was right; she liked it. “Well if you don’t like military history, I’m hoping you also don’t like the military opening people up to study them.” 
 He sputtered. “Excuse me?” 
 “Shit, Ada.” Elsa lowered her voice and glanced around. “Watch it.” 
 “What is she talking about?” 
 Ada glanced between them and lowered her voice. “Look, we need your help, Turou. You won’t like this.” 
 He frowned at Elsa. “Is the - I mean of course the military is doing things we don’t know about, but - ?” 
 Elsa leaned in, the three of them keeping their heads close, and Ada took a deep breath. “There are people in the military who want to kill me. They want to study me to learn out how to fight my people on Earth and take our weapons. I need to escape.” 
 He almost choked on his drink. 
 Ada watched him. “Still happy to help?” 
 He swallowed, then glared at Elsa. “I - damn it. Why am I not surprised?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Normally I’d suggest you may be a conspiracy nut, but this is real. Audio recordings from military channels. Kill her for study, kill me to cover it up. Everybody I know is either military or known to them. We need an outsider.” 
 His eyes flicked around the room, and he pulled his drink closer. “But me? I’m just…” He sighed. “Okay, okay. Let me think for a second.” 
 Ada and Elsa exchanged nervous glances. How useful could he be? It was hard to say. Turou had pulled out a small screen on his wrist and was flicking across it, shaking his head. She surveyed the room for longer than she’d like, sipping at her drink. 
 Then he paused, tapped his device a few times, and sighed. He glanced at Ada for a long moment, then suddenly drank the entire rest of his drink all at once, gasping for air afterwards. “Damn the fascists. Okay I can do this. I’ll need to talk to an old - well - sort of friend who’s on-world right now. Who knows how to get anything off of any planet, quietly and quickly. I could send you to Chang’e - there’s plenty of room to get lost there.” 
 Ada checked with Elsa, who shrugged. It was a better option than waiting, or starting a two-person war. “They want me to be at something tomorrow, talking to - I don’t know exactly.” 
 Turou blinked. “Yes, I heard about the stream.” 
 “Right. After that I need to disappear before I  get  disappeared.” 
 He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Of course. They wouldn’t do it before a publicly announced appearance. The media would be all over your disappearance.” 
 She frowned and drank again. “Media, media - what’s this media, exactly?” 
 “Oh - people who talk about important current events so their followers can learn what’s going on in the world.” 
 She thought about it. That didn’t sound so bad. “Oh. Oh, interesting. The military and the president seem to dislike them.” 
 He glanced at Elsa darkly. “Fascists usually do.” 
 Elsa narrowed her eyes at him. “Okay, let’s cut the activist lingo. We’ve had clean elections for almost two centuries now. And lest anybody here forget, I’ve  also  been volunteered for an accident. I’m on your damned side.” 
 Turou nodded. “Sorry, of course. This is about the system, not the people.” 
 Elsa rolled her eyes, raising the small device on her wrist. “I have that audio recording. It might screw up their plans if somebody released it.” 
 Turou blinked incredulously. “You could send that out - send it out tomorrow, during the stream -” 
 Ada smiled and finished off her drink. “And watch it all come crashing down around -” 
 Elsa hissed “No, no you idiots, not like that. We’ll get ourselves killed even sooner.” She glanced at Turou. “But after we’ve disappeared, well.” 
 Turou nodded again, a bit sheepishly. “Right. Caution.”  
 Ada, though, wasn’t convinced. She was perfectly capable of dealing with immediate physical danger if she knew it was coming. She smacked her hand on the table and giggled. “I can handle myself.” 
 “Ada, she’s right.” Turou leaned in. “The military is powerful, and they’ll do anything to stop you if they think you’re threatening that power. If my friend agrees to help, you’ll be offworld in a few days.” 
 Elsa winked at her. “And if they don’t,  then  you can go space-witch on them all.” 
 Turou narrowed his eyes. “He’ll come through. I think.” 
 “You sure?” Ada leaned over across the bar, to a few of the other patrons who had glanced at her, and turned to the bartender. “Can we get more of whatever we just had?” 
 The bartender looked up from the device in his palm and nodded, while Turou frowned and rubbed his head. “Why do they need  weaponry  from Earth? They’ve spent the last few centuries shooting dissidents and protesters their guns already do a fine job at that.” 
 “You’re forgetting the drug cartels and the slave trade.” Elsa winced at her drink, and quieted as the bartender brought more. Ada took a gulp of hers, and as she did Elsa seemed to notice something outside the tavern. Ada glanced towards the windows, but saw nothing except a somewhat larger crowd than before. 
 Elsa fidgeted with her wrist device. “Ada, I need to go use the ladies’ room. Come with me.” 
 Ladies’ room? Ada looked around in confusion, briefly disoriented; she didn’t know what that was, but it sounded moderately interesting. “What? I -” 
 “Just follow me. Turou, we’ll be right back.” 
 She stood up to follow, and suddenly felt a rush of tingling through her brain. Oh; she was starting to feel the drinks. They were stronger than they tasted. Was that why Elsa was drinking so slowly? 
 She followed Elsa into the back, into a thoroughly uninteresting room of vaguely yellowish tiles and a long mirror lined with sinks and strange little spouts. There were stalls on the other side that looked a bit like animal pens, but a barely-perceptible, heavily masked smell told Ada what kind of room this actually was. “Uh, Elsa, why are we -” 
 Elsa checked the stalls quickly, making a pinching motion with her fingers, then turned to Ada and stepped next to her, looking into the mirror. “I was hoping everybody here would be too drunk to pay attention, but somebody must have noticed you.” 
 “What?” Ada lowered her voice. “The military?” 
 “No, just - just people. I checked the networks - there are rumours people saw you in this neighbourhood. People are looking for you.” 
 “What people?” She glanced around, but they seemed to be alone. “Also, again, why are we in a -” 
 “We need to get out of here, Ada, okay?” Standing next to Ada in the mirror, Elsa looked even smaller than Ada thought she was. “We’ll tell Turou to keep in touch, and then we go. I think -” 
 The door to the room opened, and a short, thin young woman wandered in with a slight swagger to her steps. Her eyes quickly flicked to Ada, then away, and she reached up to do something with the headpiece that reached a small screen over her left eye. The stranger stepped into one of the stalls, and Elsa nodded towards it as the door closed. 
 The devices? The eyepieces, earpieces, wristbands, the rectangles and ovals the colonials held in their hands - were they using those to give away her position, somehow? Why? If they weren’t military… she was just a popular curiosity, wasn’t she? 
 Elsa grabbed her wrist and pulled her from the bathroom, but almost as soon as they stepped back into the main area of the tavern, two heavy-looking human men stepped up with remarkably unfriendly smiles, at least for one, an odd alien accent. “Have we met before? You look familiar.” 
 Ada was taller than him and his friend, and was not intimidated, but Elsa quickly intervened. “Sorry guys, we need to duck out early. Lady business.” 
 “Really?” He turned to Elsa. “I’m not opposed to some lady business.” 
 What was he talking about? He sounded threatening, but nothing he said made sense. Her fingers twitched for code, but she felt the locator stone in her pocket. Isavel wouldn’t kill people so quickly. But she also wouldn’t do nothing. 
 Ada stepped between them to try and block him off, knocking over a stool she hadn’t noticed with a loud crash. The entire room went quiet, the two men and Elsa all gaped at her, and she froze for a moment. Then she rolled her shoulders, crackling some joints, and stared down the little man. “What do you want?” 
 Elsa stepped in front of her and yanked on her bicep. Hazel eyes, olive skin. Ada felt a rush of defensiveness even as Elsa tried to speak. “Ada, it’s fine, let’s just go -” 
 “Just looking to meet new people.” This human eyed her up, his confusion shifting to a poisonous smile. “Kinda freaky how tall you are. Say, are you that earthling?” 
 She flapped her hand at him, almost striking him. “Back off.” 
 Elsa’s voice hardened. “Ada, we need to -” 
 The other man suddenly moved, grabbing Elsa’s wrist but addressing both of them. “We’re just looking to hang out. Want to dance?” 
 Ada bared her teeth. “Not with you.” 
 She snapped her fist up, cracking loudly into the side of the first man’s face and snapping his head back. He stumbled and fell, someone shouted from the corner of the tavern, and suddenly the other man was snarling. A few other men appeared on the sides, too - why were they all human males? Fucking colonies. So weird. 
 “You think you can -” 
 Suddenly Elsa thrust her arm out in front of the second man’s neck, did something with her feet, and sent him down to the ground. She glared at Ada. “Damn it Ada -” 
 Ada waved her off. “No, no, I like this!” Blood rushed past her ears, a roaring wind. She remembered the feeling of the hurricane in Campus, the code swirling round and round, keeping her safe, giving her the time to say goodbye. But she shouldn’t have. But she did. 
 She turned to the other men who were staring at her. Their eyes were bothering her. Like it was her fault for being here. “Come on, what’s the matter? You bother me and my friend, and now  you’re  angry? Come on, let’s work this out.” 
 “Ada! What the -” 
 She pointed at the nearest of the angry-looking patrons. “You! You’re scared of me, aren’t you?” 
 “Fuck you, freak.” She stepped closer and wobbled. He backed off. Ada grabbed a drink from the bar - it was near Turou, conveniently - drank it down, and flung the glass against the black marble floor with a crack and a spray of shards. She growled in her own native language. They’d get the picture, right? “Come on, you colonial shits, mess with me! I dare you!” 
 “Ada!” 
 She was already swinging a fist at the man, but he ducked and rammed into her stomach. Well, there was no such thing as a fair fight. She slowed time to a crawl, code clawing its way out of her fingers and through the air, and aimed a force sigil at the bottom of his foot. Subtle, nobody would notice, but when she returned to normal time he stumbled and fell. As he tried to get up she kicked him in the chest, and vaguely heard a crunch he slid across the floor straight into a table. 
 She could do this. She could take any of them, and woe betide the fucker who decided to mess with Isavel. Or her other friends. 
 “Come on! Is everyone in your Union a whiny little -” 
 Somebody else tried to tackle her, grabbing one of her arms and growling something. She fumbled, yanking her arm forwards. The motion flung him to the ground, unexpectedly, and she giggled as he thumped against the floor, turning around to glare at her as he got back up. 
 “What’s the matter? This is pretty fucking tame compared to Earth, you -” 
 Suddenly Elsa was grabbing both her arms. “Ada, that’s the fucking  bouncer  - stop it. Let’s go.  Now. ” 
 “Bouncer? He bounced off me all right.” 
 Elsa glared at Turou, in that cute way she always did. No, wait. This was Elsa.  
 “Turou, what the hell? We haven’t even been here an hour, how much did she drink?” 
 Turou raised his hands in submission. “More than I expected, faster than I -” 
 These two were so cute, and she felt a welling of mirth. Or alcohol, maybe, but it felt like mirth. Ada reached out and grabbed him. “Come on, come on! If we’re going, then let’s get going!” 
 Elsa wrestled free and stayed inside the building for a moment while Turou dragged her outside. People were pointing more devices at her, their lights were swimming oddly. She was drunk, wasn’t she? How embarrassing! This hadn’t really happened in years. “I’m sorry, Turou. Elsa’s a big drinker, you know, this is really her -” 
 Elsa suddenly stormed out of the building and shook a finger in her face. “Ada you crazy alien psycho, I had to pay a  lot  of money for them not to call CitySec, and that’s going to be all over the news tomorrow.  We’re going home. ” 
 “Money? What’s money again?” 
 Suddenly Ada was on the ground. Huh? How had she gotten down here? The lights were blaring, the cars were moving strangely. One pulled up, Elsa and Turou said things, their words slipped out of Ada’s ears like soft pudding. She understood nothing. 
 Ada slowed time. Okay, okay, think. Think slowly, maybe, but think. What was going on? Was there any danger? Elsa was there, Turou was there, they were all in a car. She didn’t recognize the driver. She didn’t see any weapons, any military. Any monies. 
 It was dark, though. She lashed out with code and etched a scraggly-looking light sigil into the ceiling. Ah, much better. Why was the car driver shouting? It was just light. Fucking colonials. They didn’t make any sense. 
 They were at the hotel. When had that happened? What the hell had she had to drink? 
 She was laughing into the crook of  Elsa’s  neck.  She  didn’t smell like Isavel. Disappointing. But  she  did smell nice, something savory, and then Elsa shoved her off. Hey, what? 
 Flashing numbers and glowing lights, but not the kind that felt ancient. The kind that felt brittle, weak, colonial. Gods, this was not what she had wanted when she came here. Where was the glory? Where was the knowledge? This whole place was a junkheap. Everything was junk. The doorbell she had exploded was still on the floor, still junk. She had never figured out what it was for. 
 She was on the couch, and Turou and Elsa were looking at her, concerned. Elsa was stuffing a pillow under her head. “Ada - Ada, you need to sleep.” 
 She smiled. “No, no, Elsa, I don’t -” 
 “You sure as hell do. Here.” She shoved a drink in her face. “Drink this.” 
 It smelled like nothing. Water. Ada drank it. “Turou -” 
 He was behind her. “Ada, listen, I’m going to talk to my friend about -” 
 She grabbed him. “Oh come on, let’s deal with that tomorrow.” She dragged him onto the couch, but he struggled back up and Elsa hauled him away. 
 “She’s drunk as hell. Elsa, why did you let her drink  your  drink?” 
 “I didn’t see her doing it!” Elsa ran her hands through her hair. “She just reached for it. They were so close I don’t even think she realized it.” 
 What were they talking about? Her head was spinning, so she lay down on the couch, staring at the ceiling. Elsa and Turou walked away into the kitchen, and Ada let her gaze lower a bit, looking at both of them. They were so cute. So small. She wanted to hold them in her arms and squeeze them while - 
 “Ada? Here.” They were pressing something into her hand, a little round and white chalky thing. “Eat this. It’ll help with the alcohol.” 
 She ate it, and stuck her tongue out. “Gross. What -” 
 “You don’t chew - ugh..” Elsa shook her head. “You’ll be okay, but -” 
 Ada winked at her, and patted her lap. “You give  me  half an hour, Elsa.” 
 Elsa’s eyes widened, and she turned away, gripping her head. “I can’t deal with this. God damn it, Turou, she’s like a huge deadly teenager.” 
 Turou sat down next to Ada. “I’ll stay over and watch her too.” 
 Ada sat up on the couch and slipped a hand into Turou’s robes, running her hands over his smooth chest. “That works too, Turou. Too-Turou-row -” 
 He jumped up from the couch. “Ada, stop it.” 
 She laid back and stared at the ceiling. Everyone was so weird here. So strange. She just wanted to feel okay, to feel like things were going to be alright. 
 But things weren’t. She was alone, so far away, and she had nobody. She closed her eyes, trying to think of what it had been like, to have someone you… you expected to be around, to be close to. But the images in her mind kept blurring, kept mixing with other people, other places, other faces Isavel had worn. 
 She jumped up from the couch and yelled. “ I  can’t deal with this!” 
 “What the hell is she talking about -” 
 She lay down on the floor and curled up, and here, on the flat ground that pressed awkwardly against her spine, she remembered a bit what it had felt like to lie on the solid ground in that tent, with nothing to cushion her but Isavel’s body. Her breathing slowed, and she closed her eyes, trying to hang onto that feeling in the rushing dark. 
  




Chapter 6

 Ada woke up in a bed and a silent room. Morning light bunched up behind the curtains, the only real indication that she had slept the night. She looked around; the room was empty, her suit was still on, and the door was shut. She only remembered passing out on the floor. 
 She stood up, reached into her pocket for the locator stone - 
 It was missing. 
 She scoured her pockets again. Nothing. She checked the bed. Nowhere. It wasn’t on the floor, it wasn’t anywhere she could see. Where was it? Out in the common area? 
 She burst out of the door and found Elsa sitting on the couch, Turou nowhere to be seen. The locator stone was neatly placed in the middle of the table in front of her, and she looked up at Ada. “Looking for this?” 
 Ada nodded, and strode forward, but Elsa placed her palm on top of it. 
 “We need to talk.” 
 Ad’s fingers twitched. It hadn’t fallen - Elsa had  taken  it from her. On purpose. She knew what it meant to her, and she knew how dangerous Ada was. What the hell was she thinking? “What? Give me that.” 
 “ Sit down. ” Elsa pointed at the couch. “How are you feeling?” 
 Ada sat down, scowling. “Unfriendly.” 
 “Hung over?” 
 “What?” 
 “Sick after being drunk.” 
 “Is that a thing?” 
 Elsa gave a desperate little laugh. “Not for transhumans,apparently.” 
 “Elsa, give me -” 
 “No.” Elsa looked… not angry. Not exactly. But certainly upset. “ You listen to me . We need to clear something up right now, because we have serious shit to deal with in the next few days.” 
 “What? Spit it out.” 
 Elsa stared her in the eyes. “I’m not Isavel.” 
 Ada’s mind blanked. Was this some kind of test? “I’m not an idiot, I know -” 
 “I’m not  like  Isavel. I’m not a  replacement  Isavel. Say it to me.” 
 “What the hell are you -” 
 Elsa closed her fist over the locator stone. “ Say it. ” 
 Ada clenched her teeth. “You’re not Isavel, not like her, not a replacement, now give me the damn rock.” 
 “Ada, I know you were drunk last night.” Elsa sighed. “I hold my liquor better than you, but I’ve been drunk too. I’ve done really stupid things. But I needed to be held accountable, and so do you. You were aggressive last night. I didn’t like it.” 
 Ada’s mind played back moments from last night, searching for what Elsa was talking about. Had she forgotten anything? She didn’t see… well. That wasn’t true. She could imagine what Elsa might be talking about, but it didn’t seem… 
 “You made me feel uncomfortable. Do you know why?” 
 She frowned. “I - I didn’t touch -” 
 “You did shove your face into my neck, for one thing, but you can be plenty aggressive without touching. You didn’t hurt me or do anything terribly wrong, and you were drunk, but now I don’t know if I can trust you to keep your head straight. And I don’t mean that as a pun, I’m being serious.” 
 “What’s a pun?” 
 “Not the point.” Elsa drew back her closed fist, the locator stone still inside. Ada thought about it, quiet for a moment. Elsa was right, of course, in a way. But Ada wasn’t stupid, she understood what she was doing. 
 When she actually thought about it. 
 She sighed. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking clearly.” 
 “It’s not just that. You need to deal with your damned feelings. You think I didn’t hear you sobbing in the shower when you first got here? Ada, I get that you miss her, but I’m not here to be a surrogate. My life is on the line, same as yours. We’re in this shit together, and I need you to understand that I’m a person trying to keep myself safe, just like you. Can I rely on you to work with me like an adult? Am I safe with you?” 
 Ada felt the last words sting in her chest. “What? Of course you’re safe, I would never hurt -” 
 “You boot people with your foot and break their ribs. You crack skulls by swatting people in the face. Turou and I hauled you into bed last night and you weigh a fucking ton, and I’m not even going to start with the fact that you can shoot black magic out of your fingertips. I’m a soldier, but you’re… transhuman.” 
 Elsa looked exasperated. 
 “You could break any of us, maybe without even meaning to. So I ask again, am I safe with you? Am I safe if I startle you? Am I safe if some paranoia makes you think I’m conspiring with the military? Am I safe if I don’t feel like giving you a hug when you’re sad?” 
 Ada was wringing her wrists, avoiding eye contact. 
 She had shot people without asking who they were, because they sounded dangerous. She had hunted drifters, in their garbage spaceships, because the thrill of chasing them down and shooting them out of the sky had got her blood running. She had killed the Mayor of Hive and left his child to die, killed his servants to stay hidden. She had shot humans to protect ghosts. She had almost leveled whole towers in Glass Peaks, only barely stopped by the idea that she might specifically hurt Isavel by accident. She killed for convenience, for anger, and occasionally almost for sport. 
 “I don’t know.” She breathed heavily, forcing the words out. “I really don’t know. I think so, Elsa, but I - I’m not… I’m not a very… nice person.” 
 Elsa scoffed. “I can tell you’re not fucking  nice.  That’s why I’m coming to like you. ” She gave Ada a look. “As a  friend . Maybe. And frankly, I think I’ll probably benefit from you being not nice to other people. But I need you to be respectful to  me . And that means listening when I say I don’t want you making eyes at me or jokingly asking me to come snuggle with you. Got it? Because you’re  fucking scary , Ada, and I need to know for sure that we’re on the same page. We’re not there yet.” 
 The back of Ada’s neck was prickling unpleasantly, and she was shifting constantly in her seat. She would never have thought twice about playfully teasing someone; gods knew she had harboured one or two unrequited crushes in her life. But back home people were blunt, they were mostly on equal footing, and they could leave if things got uncomfortable. Colonial humans were small, frail, scared, and trapped by their circumstances. She understood that, but she had to  feel  it. That wasn’t going to be easy. 
 “Alright, Elsa. I’m sorry. I didn’t think of myself as dangerous. In that way. I know you’re nothing like Isavel, and I know that me missing her is not your problem. We have bigger things to deal with.” 
 Elsa nodded, and quietly handed over the locator stone. Ada picked it up and looked closely at it, bringing it briefly to her lips and storing it away. She breathed deeply, not wanting to look at anyone right now. Coming to the Union had been a huge mistake. It had brought nothing but misery on herself and everyone she knew, both on Earth and here. 
 The lieutenant sighed. “There’s a cab waiting for us downstairs. I’m sorry we need to go like this, now, but I had to talk to you first.” 
 “No, I understand.” She couldn’t let Ada run wild any longer than absolutely necessary. “Okay.” 
 She rubbed her face with her hands, and Elsa got up to fetch something in the kitchen, bringing her back a mug of something lukewarm warm that smelled like tea. “Have some old tea.” 
 Ada blinked, and sipped some. It tasted familiar, only slightly bitter - not exactly what she was familiar with, but certainly the same plant. She glanced cautiously at the lieutenant. “I’m surprised it’s real tea. I didn’t think you’d have that out here.” 
 “Colonists brought every kind of crop and livestock they could think of. We got most of it.” Elsa stuck her hand out towards Ada. “Are we okay? Shake hands?” 
 Ada nodded, and reached for the hand, squeezing it as weakly as she could and shaking. “On Earth, we grab each other by the forearm instead.” 
 Elsa raised an eyebrow and moved her hand just up past Ada’s wrist. “Like this? You shake like this?” 
 “No shaking, really, just a firm grip.” 
 “Huh.” Elsa pulled her hand away and glanced at the device on her wrist. “Turou left last night. His contact came through; we’ll meet them later tonight. If we can just lay low long enough for the intelligence leaks to happen… Hopefully you won’t have to crack too many skulls.” 
 “Just one.” Ada glanced at Elsa. “I mean -” 
 Elsa laughed quietly, and waved her hand. “Given that recording, I’d say he has it coming. But it’ll cause more problems than it solves, trust me. Come on, drink up and let’s go.” 
 She finished the tea as Elsa got ready, her hands still shaking a little. This was ridiculous. Elsa had made a perfectly reasonable request; it was ridiculous that it had gotten to her like that. She was lonely, yes, but how was that different? She had been alone before, and for the most part she’d never had an issue with it. 
 Had Isavel left a hole in her heart? Maybe. It would heal, though. It had to. Either that, or she would just have to go back for her. That certainly wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. 
 As they rode the elevator down, Ada turned her mind to the future. “Where are we going?” 
 “It’s called Starcast. They’re famous, billions of people watch them. Their interviews are usually pretty basic.” They stepped out of the elevator into the grey-tinted light of Daneer’s winter, and Elsa pulled her jacket tighter. “The human is Magna Depra, the mirran is Oussil Mellac. You can call them by their first names. Apparently this was a last-minute scheduling, and we don’t have talking points. You’ll have to improvise.” 
 “Billions are watching how, exactly? Can you explain how this will work like I’m a… a barbarian?” 
 Elsa smirked at her. “You sit on a chair next to some pretty people and they talk to you. There are a cameras, microphones, and sensors that will let people around the Union watch, more or less at the same time. A few people with lots of money actually sit in the room, too. Take some time to cool your nerves in the car, okay?” 
 She did. She tried to think of something other than Isavel, tried to think of the situation she was in. The  life-threatening  situation. This was serious stuff that demanded attention, and she could devolve into a blubbering mess. She had to focus. 
 If she wanted to get back to Isavel, she had to focus. She had to get out of this alive. That had to be her priority. 
 When the cab brought them to their destination, another great stone building, she was surprised to see Sanako waiting outside to greet her. Her mouth was smiling but her eyes were panicking, and she quickly pulled close to Ada’s ear, speaking only for her. 
 “Ada, something’s wrong with that recording.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 “It’s real, but…  no  person  leaked it.” Sanako was talking almost too fast to be heard. “A computer sent it by itself. Maybe a virus, maybe something else. We don’t know how or why.” 
 There was, to Ada, one obvious possibility. “I thought you didn’t have thinking machines.” 
 Elsa was clearly paying more attention to the people around them. A few passers-by had already noticed the tall earthling standing there, again subtly repositioning their comm devices. 
 Sanako shook her head. “We don’t! Listen, my ex wasn’t the only one who got it, either. All kinds of people got that recording, Ada, and it’ll start hitting the public soon. Watch yourself. Something’s not right.” She took a deep breath and stood up straight as she addressed both Ada and Elsa. “You should head inside.” 
 Bewildered, Ada tried to whisper an explanation to Elsa as they walked into the building, but they were soon overrun and led up an elevator, after which Ada was separated from Elsa by people whose faces hardly registered, then coaxed in front of two strangers who were already beaming at her. 
 The human was blonde and oddly thin for all that she seemed to be healthy; the mirran was well-brushed and mostly dark-furred, with pale flecks around his spine and face. They both looked absurdly delighted to see her, and the human spoke first, shaking her hand. “Ayda Liu - am I saying that right?” 
 Ada drew her face away from them. “Ada.” 
 “Oh okay. I’m Magna Depra, and this is Oussil Mellac.” The mirran grinned, full of teeth. “It’s great to have you! Please, let’s get settled in.” 
 The mirran Oussil chimed in with a clipped accent indistinguishable from the human’s. “People are really buzzing for this. Ad valuations are through the roof, and we’ve got over a billion on greyscreen. This is no archive filler.” 
 Ada wasn’t sure what any of that meant, but she followed the two onto a stage beside a bright, beautiful window opening onto a vast expanse of wooded Freyja countryside, gently dusted with snow. How close were they to the edge of the city? “What should I -” 
 Magna continued beaming at her. “You’re doing fine! Oh, so rustic. Take a seat.” 
 She scrunched her lips up in linguistic confusion and looked around as she sat down in the third chair. The dias was encircled by little pedestal-mounted devices Ada couldn’t identify. Behind those were staggered rows of mirran and human heads popping out from fairly plain-coloured clothes; they muttered frantically and excitedly as soon as Ada appeared, and some of them waved directly at her. Elsa and Sanako were standing with a few others, all in various kinds of uniforms, watching her from an alcove that would be invisible to the audience. She also spotted armed guards in the corners of the room. 
 Ada felt uneasy under all these eyes. The sooner this was over, the better. She leaned towards the hosts. “Who are these?” 
 Oussil looked out at the crowd and smiled a toothy mirran smile. Were these two ever not smiling? “Whoever paid the most money. Let me tell you, this is easily the most we’ve made on auctions for single show. Ever! And we’re not even live yet! Once the ad-jostle starts, our numbers will be halfway to the nearest moon.” 
 Magna made a gesture at Ada. “Just think of how excited these people are to see  you! ” 
 She looked out at the crowd and the rainbow of their eyes stared back at her, with only a few people whispering to one another or checking devices. The alien attention was unnerving. “What do you want me to say?” 
 “Just be yourself.” Oussil said. “People want it to feel  real.  Improvise! Do you want some water? ” 
 He had produced a glass of water, holding it over to her with a furry, four-fingered hand. As she took the glass, she frowned. She didn’t see the source anywhere. “Where  did that  come from?” 
 Oussil took his own glass, held it under the small lamp on the table, and water poured out into the glass. “Tricky, see? It gets dry in here, especially for mirrans, so it’s nice to have water available but not, you know, obvious.” 
 Why couldn’t it be obvious? He had  just  said people wanted it to feel real. “Um.” 
 “Ready?” 
 Someone was shouting across the stage, and the co-hosts looked over. Magna held up a single finger, turning to Ada. “We’re going to start now, if that’s all right? Don’t worry, we’ll ask questions you can handle. We’ve done this hundreds of times.” 
 Ada looked out at the crowd of people, and found the security presence had stepped in around the sides. Sanako’s eyes were fixed unsteadily on a small device, and Ada crossed eyes with Elsa, who nodded almost imperceptibly. Guards were speaking into comm devices; was this a trap? Were they going to jump her the second this interview was over? 
 She tried with her eyes to get Elsa to acknowledge the situation, but it didn’t get across. Well, she could think and code faster than any of them. She had to trust that would be enough. 
 Oussil bobbed his head. “We’re go.” 
 Suddenly a light flicked on above their heads, and someone shouted. “We’re live… now.” 
 “Good morning Union!” Oussil’s voice suddenly boomed. Then he stopped, staring at Ada for a moment. “Wow, I can hardly believe my eyes.” 
 Something about his tone rubbed her the wrong way. Magna chimed in, even chirpier than she had been before. “Neither can I. But here she is - miss Ada Liu, recently arrived on Freya… from  Earth .” 
 The crowd seated beyond applauded as the sentence ended. Why? Nothing exciting had happened. She tried to concentrate on the two people sitting across from her, but the noise was a serious distraction, and the pressure of their stares was real. 
 “Ada Liu - welcome to the Union!” 
 She had been here for days already, but she forced a grin onto her mouth. “Uh, thanks.” 
 Magna continued to beam. “You wanted to come here after all, didn’t you? You boarded the ship. What brings you here?” 
 She winced, trying not to look at those blinding memories too directly. “Earth is kind of a mess, and I want to fix it. I wanted to see what civilization was like beyond Earth. I wanted to learn.” 
 The co-hosts nodded along with her in a way that felt too calculated to be attentive; Magna’s next comment only reinforced that impression. “And my, what a charming accent you have, I must say.” 
 “It’s very strong, quite muscular.” Oussil agreed enthusiastically. What the hell did that mean? What was a muscular accent? “You mentioned the mirran refugees; I don’t want to dwell too long on them because we’re having them on later, but briefly, how are relations between mirrans and humans on Earth?” 
 Ada bit her lip. Paranoia, suspicion, mad legends. She wasn’t sure how those would come across. “Um, well. My best friend is one of the mirrans who got evacuated. I lived with them for some time. I owe them a lot.” 
 “It’s so heartwarming to hear that even on Earth, the historic friendship between our species continues unbroken.” 
 She tried not to say anything, nodding and glancing out at the crowd. Bad idea. She looked away. 
 “And now that you’re among us here, in the Union, what’s it like? What have you seen so far?” 
 A whole morass of incomprehensible relationships, institutions, and customs. “I guess it’s been confusing.” She blinked, trying to think of something that wouldn’t invite further discussion. “You get these things called hangovers?” 
 The crowd burst into laughter. She grinned, just a little. Had she actually made them laugh? 
 “Mostly though, there are just so many people here. And this whole government thing. And money. I still don’t understand money.” 
 Magna blinked. “So on Earth, do you barter, then? Trade chickens for wood, stuff like that?” 
 “Why is it always chickens?” Oh shit, she said that out loud, and people were staring. “I mean - sort of. We only trade rare things, we get most of what we need from the wilds or the machines.” 
 The crowd grew stiller, and the mood grew somber. Of course - she had forgotten they were touchy about the subject. Oussil nodded. “What kind of machines do you still have there?” 
 Good gods, how was she expected to talk about Earth while pretending it wasn’t lousy with robots? She felt a well of defensiveness and tried to calm herself. “Lots. They tend the fields and the buildings, they weave clothes, they keep  things in order . We have… It’s good. They all work fine. They don’t generally hurt people.” 
 A flicker of nervousness crossed Magna’s eyes. “Oh, that’s good. Very remarkable. But you don’t build the machines, right? I was told Earth’s people lived… simply.” 
 Ada nodded. “More simply than here.” 
 “So what was a typical day like on Earth? Take us there.” 
 Ada started bouncing her heel against the ground. “Well, um, I lived in a place where were studied code. Um, I think they’re called compunanites.” The hosts looked confused. “Well the peasants called it magic.” 
 Oussil grinned. “So you’re a magician?” 
 Ada shrugged. “I prefer the term  sorceress .” 
 There were subdued chuckles in the audience, but she saw Sanako off in a corner, nervously speaking into a comm. What was going on? 
 Magna reeled her attention back in. “And Ada - I must say, lady to lady - you’ve got quite the stature. Are all the people on Earth so tall? The men must be real giants.” 
 Ada raised her eyebrows. “Men are the same height. And it’s strange how short everyone is here.” 
 The hosts laughed politely, and then Oussil gestured to her body. “Are there any other differences? It’s been more than a thousand years since anyone has seen an earthling human, after all - since before independence, really. We’ve heard rumours you’re very strong; is that all?” 
 She met both Sanako’s and Elsa’s eyes, and saw the warnings there. She should steer clear of some of the more fundamental differences. “I, uh, don’t know the details. I mean, apparently you people get diseases, which, you know, on Earth, diseases are for animals.” 
 A murmur rippled through the crowd at that. Had she insulted them? The hosts continued to grin, though. “Healthy natural living?” 
 Natural living? What did that matter? The phrase called to mind Venshi’s old rage against the ancients and their power, though, and Ada felt a pang of frustration. She gritted her teeth and decided to ask Elsa about it later. “No, it just doesn’t happen. And apparently you people have to sleep every single night? That’s weird. I sleep every other night most of the time.” 
 Oussil and Magna looked at each other, and Magna spoke. “That’s very interesting. I’m no scientist, but that seems like a lot to evolve in such a short timeframe.” 
 “Evolution?” Like animals? They thought she was an animal. She had  just said  she didn’t get diseases. “No, I’m pretty sure these are all changes that the ancients made to - er - themselves. The ancients made new plants and animals too, so I guess they did the same to their own bodies.” 
 Oussil nodded gravely. “Genetic modification.” 
 Out of the corner of her eye she saw Sanako and Elsa frantically talking to one another. What the hell was going on here? “I guess so.” 
 “Are you human, then, or something different?” 
 “I don’t think -” 
 Several of the guests in the audience stood up. The mood shifted. Weapons appeared, turning on the guards in the corners, firing tiny bullets with incredibly loud snaps. Bodies crumpled, blood splattered against the walls, the rest of the crowd started screaming. Ada slowed time down to a crawl. 
 Okay, shit, what was going on? 
 She stretched out dark tendrils to see her surroundings, and took stock of the scene. The military all looked panicked. Elsa was pulling out a gun, Sanako was ducking for cover. There were five people in the audience with weapons, and half of the military had already been shot. Fear was grinding across Oussil and Magna’s faces like a glacier. 
 Wait a minute. If these people weren’t with the military - if they were  killing  the military - then perhaps they were here to help her. Or at the very least, she and Elsa could use them as a distraction. That could be a solid plan. 
 She let time slide back to its normal pace, stood up. 
 “Fascist supersoldiers!” 
 Somebody was pointing a gun at her, and all of a sudden Ada felt a thump and a sharp pain in her chest. She slowed time again. 
 Dark eyes of code looking down, she saw a tear in her suit - and beyond it, a hole straight through her own chest, red blood spreading across her torn, pale golden skin. The shot had already come out the other side, cracking the window behind her with a spray of blood. 
 Wait a minute. That was the left side of her chest. That was where her heart was. 
 Oh gods. 
 She had one chance. Only one chance. She reached into her memory, pulling out the golem sigil as fast as she could, wrapping around it the trappings of a wraith. Her mind started to wooze, the pain was intense, but time was slow. She had some time. She had just a little time left. 
 She plunged the code into her spine, into the code that Cherry had etched into her back, and connected it with the wraith, fully and utterly. She was the wraith, she was herself, both at once. It was there, it had strength of its own. She could use this, somehow, to fix this - 
 He eyesight started to dim. What? 
 No, no, not like this. Not out here. 
 From the wraith’s own form she had the energy to keep thinking, to keep trying, but what - 
 She was blind, she couldn’t see. The pain - the pain was gone. 
 Isavel. 
 Her body was gone. 
 There was only darkness. 
  




Chapter 7

 Ada was dead. 
 She was dead, wasn’t she? 
 Well. 
 This wasn’t what she had expected. 
 The mental muscle of her gift was still there, her last locus of control, but she was blind. Couldn’t see what was going on. Frustrating. 
 But Ada knew how to make light of the darkness. 
 She slowly, carefully tweaked at those spindles, these spiderlegs of black that were her only link to the world. Through their branches, her branches, she knew where they all must be, and she began to cross and lock and spin them together. Braids of black weaving around her mind. Eyes. She knew how to see. Code connected, power flowed. Time to see again. 
 Let there be light. 
 And so it was. 
 Silent and strange light. Time hard forgotten her in this particular moment, left her behind. The flash from the tip of a gun frosted her vision, people hung suspended in leaps for cover. A second eye, and everything suddenly popped with depth. Oh,  much  better. A third eye, and… good gods. 
 She looked down. 
 Ada was lying on the ground, on her back, eyes staring into space, blood seeping out from beneath her. 
 Well, shit. 
 What the hell was she now, then? 
 Whatever she was was still her. This was just a setback. A huge setback.  
 Time to solve some fucking problems. 
 First things first, she squeezed those eyes of code, shrank them down, gave them light of their own. She made more eyes. She needed as many eyes as she could get. She pierced into her dead body’s wounds and took a look. It was squishy, wet and bloody, but she got the jist of it, didn’t she? A hole through her heart. Clean, relatively tidy - no burning, no decay, no exotic decomposition. She had healed cut tissue before - several times over the past week, in fact. 
 But this was her  heart . She needed to do it right. She needed to know what a heart was supposed to look like, whether there were any pieces missing. Where could she find an intact heart? 
 A thousand dark eyes coiled towards the colonial that had shot her. Time’s glaciers had ground on enough for him to begin lowering his gun, for a look of fear to be born across his face. Good. Smart thinking. He was right to be afraid. 
 Forests of black bled across the air, crossing the room in instants wedged between thought. Clothes were barely a nuisance. Pale skin, kind of flabby, likely wouldn’t be missed. She dug in. 
 Oh, right, ribcages. Hm. A disintegration sigil for each rib was enough to crush it into paste. Pull the ribs out of the way, dig away at some other stuff - and there it was. A human heart. Not unlike hers, but with a crucial difference - it didn’t have a hole in it. 
 Yet. 
 It was amazing just how small she could make these eyes, just how close to the cells she could get. It was improbable. Once this was all over, she would have to return to the ring and ask the gods what, exactly, code  was . 
 Her body sprawled awkwardly on the ground. She needed better access, but moving it at these speeds might be dangerous. She let time flow normally, and suddenly there was motion, and then there wasn’t. Everyone had frozen of their own accord, in their own time. Whatever. 
 She wrapped her dead self in dark code and raised it to a standing position, the tears in the suit already sealed up again. Inconvenient for once. She pried the suit off, slowed time again, and set to work on her naked corpse. 
 The guy who had shot her was gone. Collapsed. Right, she had taken his heart apart. 
 She wove into her own chest, gently snaking through the wound, on a microscopic level. Just like the little cell viewer she had used back in Campus, just like Cherry had taught her. Whatever code spindles were made of, their size seemed a matter of convenience, and they shrank as needed. With hundreds of eyes also on the intact heart for reference, she started picking through the bloody mess of herself, kneading muscle fibres, pinching tears back together, etching healing sigils into what tiny spaces there were. 
 She was not alone in here. Her gifts still lived, swarming like ants. They were helping her, weren’t they? As she strung muscle fibers across the hole in her heart and tried to coax the cells to life, the gifts surged across the tissue. What, exactly, were they doing? 
 She continued to string out muscle fibers wherever there were tears, pinching the wounds shut, gathering stray shreds of flesh back into the main whole, coaxing the right kinds of tissue into the right shapes, peeling apart the assassin’s heart for flesh and reference. The nanites in her blood, such as it was, continued fixing. But this wasn’t the end, no - she had lost a lot of blood. Well, she could scoop it back up, right? Hm, maybe not. 
 There were other people in the audience with guns, though, other assassins. She reached out to one of them, a woman with a small, snub-nosed pistol. What a waste of flesh. She tore into the body in slow time, into the widest arteries, and started grabbing blood, funneling it over latticework ducts of levitation sigils. Into her veins, into her heart - but the gifts in her blood cleared it out of some of the heart’s chambers. Fine. She trusted the gifts to know where blood did and didn’t belong. 
 Blood. How much blood did a person need, anyway? She watched her tiny little nanites invade this fresh blood, popping into the colonial human’s cells and reforging them for her own purposes. She smiled. Her gifts lived on after death, and they would bring her life again. 
 Her veins filled, her heart sealed shut. The nerves were unmoving at first, but the gifts began to move on them, and jolt them, and as she pulled the tiny eyes of code out of her chest, she closed those wounds up too, and the nanites did their job sealing everything up again, slowly but surely. 
 She needed to connect to her brain. Oh, she still was. Had been the whole time. Her brain was just… out of commision. 
 First things first, get the heart moving. That require timeflow. 
 People were still standing around. Were they staring? 
 Whatever. Heartbeats. Squeezes. She squeezed her chest with a whorling black fist. Then the gifts did something to her nerves, and she…  felt . Something fleshy. 
 Heart beating, brain lighting up - 
 There was air in her lungs. She hadn’t been breathing, and now she was. 
 Pain shot through her head, excruciating pain. Her lungs burned. The nerves punctured by the hole in her chest screamed. 
 Horrified screaming, like people were being torn apart. 
 The air burned in her lungs, acid and fire, and she screamed along with all the chaos. 
 Then she sucked one deep breath. Exhaled slowly.  It had worked . Her head still throbbed in pain, sparks danced in front of her eyes. Code enveloped her body even as it supported it. She slowed time. Reached out with code. 
 There were so many guns in this room - so many guns. 
 She destroyed them all, all to dust. Back to real time. 
 She looked up with a hundred thousand eyes and - didn’t really need those anymore. They fell to ash, and with her own fleshy eyes Ada Liu saw the assassins she had scavenged for resources, what blood she hadn’t taken sprayed inconsiderately across the floor. 
 They had killed her. 
 The colonials had killed her. 
 Ada Liu cricked her neck, hiked up the corners of her mouth, split her lips, and bared all her teeth. She laughed. She roared at the pain in her head even as it subsided.  “I’m alive!”

 Everything was rushing past her, howling winds, a hot rage boiling right behind her eyes and blowing steam out her ears. She reached out, slowed time, still enraged, pulled one of the living assassins forward. Without a gun, what could he really do? She pulled her suit back up from the floor with her tendrils of code, and let it wrap around her again as time returned to normal. 
 She grabbed the assassin by the throat, with her living hands, holding him up in the air dangling and kicking in front of her. She kept laughing, howling. She couldn’t believe it. 
 “You thought you could  kill me?! ” 
 These colonial humans were weak. Pathetic. Subhuman. She squeezed her hand as hard as she could and heard a crunch. A windpipe, maybe, or a spine. He fell limp and she tossed him aside, muscles searing in pain. 
 She stared at the machines around them. Still humming, still recording, still showing all the Union what was going on. Showing them their mistake. Showing them the consequences of meddling with the legacy of the ancients. The dark lake of her alien magic sloshing all around her, fed into all those monitors as electric currents she could practically taste in the air. She stared right at the nearest device. 
 “I did not leave Earth and cross the stars just to die! I did not come here to be your pet! To be dissected on a table by your armies!” 
 She looked over at Elsa, who was huddled against the wall with a hand covering her mouth. Next to her, Sanako’s face was painted pure terror. 
 “Your military wants to invade Earth!” She shouted at the cameras, but she saw the fear on the guests’ faces, hiding behind their seats. “They want to open me up and use me to decide how to conquer it! They want to kill their own soldiers to cover it up! You’ll all see the proof soon enough.” 
 Sanako yelled. “Ada, Ada stop -” 
 Ada screamed back. “You’re all fucking lying!  Ever since I got here this entire thing has been nothing but lies! You colonials don’t know  anything  - you’re weak, afraid, fucking  decrepit!  I will not be stopped by guns or soldiers or fussing about old legends! You may be human, but I am so much more. I am the First Sorceress of Earth. I can  ruin you . ” 
 Her heart was pounding her ribcage, alive, sweat trickling down her brow, skin heating up. She could practically see the red glow of her face in her peripheral vision. 
 “I’m not playing your games. I’ll take what I want and leave you to rot. And if you come for Earth I will  rip worlds apart  so quickly you’ll wish your fucking Haints came back instead. ” 
 She reached out with code, carefully picking her way through the stillness of time, and cracked all the devices apart at once. Only then, in that rush of smoke and silence, did she realize there had been a technological buzz in the room the entire time. 
 She turned around, facing the great window behind her and the boreal forests beyond. Time to get the hell out of here. A few quickly, well-placed inverted force sigils on the glass and she could float her way out. One, two, three - 
 The glass shattered and the world behind it vanished, leaving a blank, stained, gritty concrete wall behind it. 
 Ada blinked. All her rage and bluster came to a screeching halt of puzzlement as she realized what happened. 
 “That’s a fucking screen, Ada.” Elsa ran over to her and shook her shoulders. “Please tell me you’ve got  some kind of plan? ” 
 Ada stared at Elsa, slowed time, looked at her face. She looked horrified, but she also looked determined. She didn’t look like she had heard Ada just threaten and insult her entire race. “You -” 
 “Like I said, we’re in this fucking mess together.” Elsa’s eyes narrowed, and she pointed to the side. “What do you want? You want a window? This way. Now.” 
 Ada turned, saw the door she was talking about. She took a deep breath, her head and lungs and chest still stinging. If there was anyone she could trust right here and right now it might be Elsa, singled out for sacrifice by her own leaders. She could apologize for overly broad threats and insults later, if she remembered. 
 She darted past Oussil and Magna, still cowering behind their couches and gaping like their faces were falling off. Finally not smiling, for once. The door opened easily, she and Elsa barrelled into the narrow hallway, and suddenly it was quiet again. Elsa followed on her footsteps, closing the door behind them. 
 “Elsa, you said -” 
 “Down the hall, to the left. That’ll get us to a windowside hall. I don’t know what the hell you want with a window but -” 
 Ada started moving down the hall, pressing her hands against her temple to try and ease the pain. “Shut up.” 
 An alarm suddenly started blaring, and red lights flooded the hall. 
 “What  now? ” 
 “You just magic-murdered three people on a live feed in front of two billion people. Your assassins, by the way, were  not  military - that was a terrorist attack by someone you don’t even know. And the audio? Sure, if we don’t leak it others will, but you have no idea -” 
 “There are other ideas I’d rather entertain right now.” She tried slamming open the next door, but her hands met resistance, and the door just jostled. “What -” She rammed her shoulder into it and it broke off its hinges. 
 Elsa yelled at her. “Use the fucking door knob, Ada!” 
 The words meant nothing to her, so she ignored them. They stepped into a clean hallway with a vast, open window along one side, facing the towers of Daneer beyond. People were running around in panic; most turned and fled when they saw Ada.  
 “What now, space witch?” 
 Ada walked over to the window and immediately spotted moving shapes. Boxy ships slid by the windows, cruising above the city streets at a decent clip. They were not unlike the shuttle that evacuated the outers from Campus. “Can you fly one of those?” 
 Elsa looked out the window. “A skimmer?” 
 “Can you?” 
 “Yes, but these can’t go to space -” 
 Time dilation, a few force sigils, and this window blew open like a proper window, a violent blast of glass raining shards down to the ground below. Ada cracked black through the air, towards the nearest of these skimmers. It was easy to call up giant force sigils behind it and push it towards the tower. The skimmer shuddered with the ebbs and flows of time as she adjusted its course, shoveling it towards the glass-toothed maw of the broke window. 
 “Holy shit, what are you -” 
 The skimmer was a few meters from the wall. Ada pried the door open, tore out the pilot, and dumped him bewildered in the hallway. As he scrabbled away she grabbed Elsa and forced her in front of the window, bringing up a fan of sigils around her back to ward off gravity’s urgent pawing. 
 “Hang on!” 
 She jumped, hefting Elsa under the shoulders, and they glided towards the door of the skimmer even as it began sinking, wings of code keeping them aloft. They crumpled awkwardly into the skimmer’s cabin, Elsa scrambled over Ada towards the controls, and Ada pulled the door shut - a simple mechanical door, like one might find in the least interesting ancient ruins on Earth. 
 The skimmer stopped falling and started flying. 
 “Ada!” Elsa was shouting, eyes fixed ahead. “Talk to me! What are we doing?” 
 “Why are you even with me?” Ada asked. “You could just as easily -” 
 “Can  you  drive this thing?” Elsa cut her off by gesturing towards the controls. It was a strange, articulated wheel-like thing covered in buttons and knobs. Oh, it was primitive. Gods damn these colonists. 
 Ada nodded. “Gods. We need to get out of the city.” 
 “The countryside? Seriously?” 
 “Go!” 
 Elsa clenched her jaw. “Fine.” She jammed her hand into her pocket and handed something to Ada. “You don’t seem to have a fucking plan so call Turou and see what he’s got.” 
 Ada stared at the device, poking at it. “How do you -” 
 Elsa grabbed it. “Damn fucking space witch can’t use a simple -” She did something to it, glancing between it and the canyons between the towers of Daneer, and thrust it back at Ada. The words “Chiu Turou” were on the screen, and there was a buzzing sound. 
 “What -” 
 After a moment Turou’s voice, also buzzing a bit, cut in. “Lieutenant? Uh, Elsa? What’s going on? I just saw the stream -” 
 “Turou, it’s Ada. Elsa’s piloting a... skimmer? We’re getting out of Daneer.” 
 His words choked off. “Ada?! Did you… I’m not sure what I saw -” 
 “Later. Where’s your friend?” 
 Turou stammered. “I - on the way already, but not in Daneer yet. Halfway here from Saegan.” 
 “I know the heading.” Elsa twisted the controls, and suddenly the skimmer veered hard to the right. “We’re on our way. Ada, keep an eye on our tail.” 
 “Turou, anyone finds out you helped me -” 
 “I, uh, right.” He seemed to swallow something. “I’ll be there. I - well - the important thing is, lieutenant? White 3325 Cirrus class. Do you -” 
 “I know what a Cirrus looks like.” Elsa was nodding. “Tell them we’re in a dark grey skimmer branded Jalack’s. CitySec must have us pegged so we can’t wait around. If you’re coming, be fast.” 
 “Jalack’s? The pizza company?” 
 Elsa rolled her eyes. “Remember when I said Ada was a huge deadly teenager?” 
 Ada glared at her. “I don’t know what a  teenager  is but I can tell -” 
 Something caught her eye on one of the screens along the front of the cabin. From the way the scenery moved, it seemed to be showing a rear view of the skimmer. 
 “Turou, gotta go. Elsa, there’s something behind us. It’s got flashing red and blue -” 
 “CitySec.” Elsa hissed. 
 “What?” 
 “City branch of the military. Look, don’t kill them -” 
 Creating a wraith was second nature to Ada now. She reached out, wove the code together in dilated time, and filled the wraith’s mind with a single command.  Disable the skimmers with the flashing red and blue lights.  Simple. She tossed the wraith out the window and saw it snapped away by the wind. A second later it appeared in the rearview screen, coiling and scratching away at one of the skimmers in pursuit. 
 “What the hell -” 
 “Magic, okay, it’s magic, I can’t explain it, just fly faster!” Ada gritted her teeth. “How far away are we from this ship?” 
 “We’ll be out of the city in a few minutes if nobody shoots us down. After that, who knows? Half an hour before we intercept.” 
 “Half an hour?” 
 “ Don’t  you complain to me. Magic us faster if you really -” 
 Ada slowed time down, reached out behind the skimmer with code, and slammed force sigils onto the back, pushing the skimmer faster and faster. The vehicle started shuddering, the cockpit rattling around and vibrating underneath them. 
 Elsa’s eyes widened. “Holy fuck this is way too fast -” 
 Ada braced herself against the front of the cockpit. “Don’t you complain to me! Elsa, who the hell shot me?” 
 “All I know is they screamed about supersoldiers .” Something flicked by outside, brushing against the side of the vehicle. “Like I said, terrorists. ” 
 “What are those?” 
 “People who destroy or kill  to make a political point .” 
 She nearly hit the glass window in frustration, then considered it might be pathetically brittle. “Politics! Fucking colonial bullshit. Why me?” 
 Elsa’s grip on the controls tightened. “I don’t know, some people aren’t nice, Ada please just let me fly this thing.” 
 She gritted her teeth but kept quiet. She had survived. She was… not unstoppable, truthfully; an explosion or a more complicated wound would have been the end of it. She was lucky, in a sense. But she was also so much more than that. Than them. She watched her fingers flex, one by one, and smiled. 
 The skimmer zipped out of the forest of towers soon enough, the world below suddenly very different. Concrete and glass and metal cut away to rolling plains of bluish greens pocked with turquoise lakes and pale grey rocks and patchy snow-dusted forests. The rear-view camera wasn’t showing pursuit, at least not at the moment. Ada thought she could breath a sigh of relief, and the pain in her chest was finally starting to dull. She was hungry, though. Whatever those nanites did in her blood, it had cost her. 
 Elsa shook her head. “Okay, you magicked us too fast for the skimmer’s controls to handle properly. I’m not going to ask how. Let’s just - we’re running, right? To Chang’e?” 
 Ada ran her fingers through her hair. “Elsa, if you think you’d be safer without me -” 
 Elsa glared briefly and savagely. “Ada, I told you we were in this together and I meant it. Besides, if somebody isn’t there to help you figure this shit out I think you’re going to kill a lot more people than you need to. I’d rather that not happen.” 
 Ada smiled. “So righteous.” 
 “You’re a wrecking ball and I - holy crap, is that - shit, that’s the Cirrus.” 
 Elsa was pointing up at the sky, and for a second Ada couldn’t tell what she was talking about. Then she saw it, sharper white against soft white clouds, slowly descending down towards the rugged plains below. “That’s the ship?” 
 “It’s going fast. Looks like this friend kicked it the second we got off the call with Turou. And since you magicked our ride, I think we just broke the math on this exam question.” 
 She frowned. “What? Are we landing?” 
 The soldier started flicking switches. “Well they are, so so are we. We’ll work things out, but we have to be fast. If the skimmer’s insurance company hasn’t tracked us yet the satellites definitely have. The only secret we have is this other pilot’s name.” She shook her head, and muttered half to herself. “Ship better have some serious mods.” 
 Elsa gently brought the skimmer down to the soil - well, tried. The force sigil on the back was clearly throwing her off, and the skimmer’s ability to maneuver was already poor. The approach flubbed, the skimmer’s nose ground into the dirt, but they were unhurt. After they heaved the doors open Ada jumped out onto Freyja proper, touching the planet itself for the first time. 
 The soil was spongy and prickled with hardy plants, snow cowered in shaded crevices and ditches, and a cold wind whipped over the plains towards the impossibly towering spires of the capital city. Dense bushes clung to the planet between sheets of moss, and small, fuzzy creatures unlike anything on Earth squirmed away, hurrying into the greenery. 
 Then a masculine, mirran voice cut across the cold. “Jalack’s? Fresh is best, but I won’t say no!” 
  




Chapter 8

 Ada rounded on the person who spoke, a tall and muscular-looking mirran with charcoal grey fur that paled to a bone colour around his throat and presumably under his brown leather jacket. A technological headpiece blinked blue next to his eye, and he held himself a bit oddly, for a mirran. 
 Then his eyes met Ada’s, his ears flatted, and his muzzle twitched out impeccable human pronunciation. “Oh shit.” 
 Ada cocked her head. “Turou’s friend?” 
 The mirran was already taking a few steps back, his hands flicking across his devices. “That’s under revision. Turou? Hey.” His accent was curt and rounder than the humans’ seemed to be. “Remember when I asked who you wanted me to pick up, and you said you couldn’t tell me, and I said that was fine? This is  not  fine.” 
 Ada shot a glance at Elsa, who was reaching for something at her side. They both watched the mirran carefully; what was he going to do? 
 In the end, after apparently listening to Turou say something on the other end, he started sighing and shaking his head. “Okay, okay. No, I understand. But I did not owe you  this much . We’ll talk.” He gave them a look of sudden attentiveness again, and pressed his palms together, bowing at the shoulder in a gesture so abortive it must be mockery. “Well, ladies, it seems I’m stuck with you.” 
 Ada blinked. “Um. What?” 
 He stepped closer to them, shaking his head in an unusually human way and staring at the roughed-up skimmer. “Turou didn’t tell me who I was picking up, but now that I’m here I can’t disassociate myself. The best I can do is try to hide you.” His ears flicked. “Except you’re Ada Liu, eldritch alien horror. Half the Union saw you on stream less than an hour ago and the rest will see the recordings soon. No way under all the heavens can I hide  you .” He turned to Elsa. “You, maybe.” 
 Elsa eyed him suspiciously. “We didn’t hijack a pizza delivery skimmer for a  maybe .” 
 He huffed, ears twitching, and extended a hand towards Ada. “Name’s Chuan Baoji.” 
 She stared at his dark furry hand and grabbed it awkwardly. “Ada Liu. This is Elsa.” 
 “Elsa Ines Carrera, since we’re doing the whole thing.” 
 Baoji seemed to wait for a second, then grinned in the toothy mirran way. “Ada, even though I saw you do things that would make my worst nightmares squeal, I think I like you already.” 
 She inadvertently cracked a grin. “Uh, thanks?” 
 “First person I’ve met in a few months who hasn’t asked rude questions about my name.” 
 She frowned. “What’s the matter, do people give you trouble for it?” 
 “Hah! Do they ever.” 
 She raised an eyebrow at Elsa, hoping for some clarification, but Elsa rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “Look, Baoji, if  you’ve  got a plan now’s the time to share. Plans are in short fucking supply today.” 
 He crossed his arms in front of his brown leather jacket. “I fly a 3325 Cirrus. A white one!” 
 Ada frowned - had he misheard the question? “I don’t think -” 
 Elsa shook her head. “They’re cheap, so they’re everywhere. Baoji, you think you can just zip out of here right now and nobody will check your ship? You landed  right next  to the skimmer we stole. The satellites will see it, the insurance trackers in both ships will report -” 
 “Which is why I’m stuck without a choice. But I haven’t shown all my cards yet.” He glanced at Ada again, standing barely a hair shorter than him. “Heavens, she really does make you all look small.” 
 Ada gestured at his ship. “So are we going, or just enjoying the breeze?” 
 Elsa crossed her arms at Baoji. “Turou needs to be picked up. He has no choice either - it won’t take long for them to dig through our comms. Even if he didn’t have anything to do with this, he’d end up in jail for months of questioning just for talking to you.” 
 Ada blinked. “Wait, who? The military?” 
 “Everything on every network is recorded.” Elsa gestured around the air. “They usually don’t  look  at it right away, but they can go back and listen to anything you say through any device.” 
 Baoji nodded at the city. “They’re probably mining the data already.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. Was he suggesting they return to the city? “How long will that take?” 
 “I don’t know.” He tapped his headpiece. “Turou? How long will you be?” 
 Turou’s voice crackled out of the device this time, taking Ada by surprise. “Uh, well, I’m biking out of the city.” 
 Baoji froze for an instant before laughing. “Biking? You stupid idiot.” 
 “Look, traffic is a nightmare at this hour and I don’t want transit surveillance seeing me!” 
 “You realize I’m going to have to pick you up on the run. What did you tell your academic buddies?” 
 “That I was going for a bike ride.” 
 Baoji was shaking his head. “ If you don’t get executed, you’re getting fired. ” 
 “Look I - almost hit something furry. Just track me?” 
 Something flashed on a tiny glass screen in front of Baoji’s face. “On my way.” The mirran turned to them and pointed to the ship, its boxy white body flanked on either side by stubby-looking wings. “Lovely ladies, may I offer you a ride?” 
 Elsa bared her teeth. “Cut the smarm.” 
 He flicked an ear. “Ride or die.” 
 Ada patted Elsa’s shoulder and stepped forward. “Cut the smarm. I’ll use that one.” 
 Elsa followed towards the ship, but Baoji left them, running towards their skimmer. Ada turned to watch. “Hey, where’s he -” 
 “He’ll be back. It’s his ship, after all.” Elsa jerked her thumb at the Cirrus and pulled Ada inside. “Come on, let’s hit the cockpit.” 
 Ada followed Elsa into the ship, and something was… wrong about it. The hallway they stepped into was narrow and flat, with ladder-like handrails along both sides, but some of the rooms they  passed  were built sideways, the apparent floor oriented towards the back of the ship. It was an awkward hybrid, she realized, between the tower-like design of the ship she had arrived on and a more terrestrial layout, like what she knew from the  Chengdu . 
 At the end of the hall they reached the cockpit, and Elsa immediately sat down in one of the seats. As her hands and eyes ran over the instruments, Ada sat down in the other and stared. What the hell were they looking at? The inside of the cockpit was an avalanche of buttons, knobs, levers, and screens displaying all kinds of information. She poked something, but Elsa smacked her hand away. “Don’t, unless you want us all to die in a fireball.” 
 “What  is  all this garbage?” 
 Elsa scoffed. “ Actual  garbage, even to me. This model is at least twenty years old.” 
 “No, I mean this isn’t how ships on Earth work. We don’t have all these… buttons.” 
 “What do they do, read your mind?” 
 Ada thought back to Cherry, to that effortless melding of mind and being. “Yeah, basically.” 
 Elsa groaned as she flicked a few switches. “I get it, you’re a fairy princess from a magical fairy kingdom. Look, nobody wants  you  flying this thing, so stop complaining and let me -” 
 “Pizza!” 
 They jumped, and Ada turned to see Baoji carrying a towering set of thin metallic boxes. “What the hell are those?” 
 He set them down in a storage contained behind the pilot seats, and snapped it shut. “What are  these?  Heavens, she really is an alien.” 
 Elsa shook her head. “You’re telling me. Ada, let him sit.” 
 She jumped up, hitting her head on the glass around the cockpit. “Ow! Fuck! Why are you people all so tiny?” 
 “Happens to me too.” Baoji chuckled as he sat down. “It’s all the humans scurrying around, they’re practically mice. I grabbed everything that wasn’t nailed down in that skimmer, praise be Jalack’s. Let’s go.” 
 Elsa pointed at the patchwork dashboard. “A lot going on here.” Elsa sounded cautious. “Is that an EMP trigger?” 
 Baoji’s toothy white grin split out from his charcoal face. “A what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 Elsa pursed her lips. “Exactly how much of this rustbucket is illegal? And how the hell did Turou ever meet you? If anybody from SysSec so much as glances -” 
 Ada tapped her foot. “Are we leaving today?” 
 The ship started to whirr and hum, the startled purring of an engine somewhere deeper in the ship. Baoji waved at her. “Yes, crazy space lady. I’ll need you two down by the door to nab him.” 
 “No, Ada can manage alone.” Elsa shook her head. “Trust me. How do you think we got our hands on that skimmer?” 
 Baoji stared at her, having obviously not wondered about that yet. “I shudder to think.” 
 “Shudder away.” 
 The ship rattled, and Ada was suddenly thrown up against the bulkhead by the acceleration. The cold steppes of Freyja below dropped away as the ship pushed up into the sky. Panicked by the rattling, she gripped one of the handrails in the hall. “What happened? Are we going to explode?” 
 “Don’t mind her.” Elsa shouted to be heard over the roar of the ship’s machines. “She comes from a mythical place where everything just works.” 
 “ Just works?  You mean breaks the second you try something the engineer didn’t think of?” 
 Ada ground her teeth, tapping the bulkhead. “Let me know when you want me to get outside and push!” Had a thousand years really not allowed for  any  more improvement? How could Cherry be so much more advanced than anything the Union was able to cook up? Technology on Earth really  did  just work, so why did the idea seem so laughable to them? 
 Damn it, she wanted her ship back. Everything would have been so much easier if Cherry hadn’t suddenly gone radio silent after reaching the ring. 
 The Cirrus rushed above the pocked wilds of the planet towards Daneer, ringing around the city and coming in slow. Baoji pointed down. “Okay, Ada? Get down to the door you came in from. Turou’s riding out along one of the country trails. You see him, grab him. Forget the bike.” 
 “What’s a bike?” 
 “You’ll figure it out. Go!” 
 She turned and swaggered back through the shaking ship, trying not to fall or hit her head. There was a display next to the door, and after a second of fumbling she managed to get it to show an image of the world outside. The city wasn’t far, but there were dirt trails leading out from the streets, and a small figure was moving along one of them. 
 Baoji’s voice crackled through a speaker next to her. “Ada? I’m going to fly down alongside him as slow as I can go. I see CitySec but they’re keeping their distance, you must have spooked them. Hold on tight. Ready?” 
 She gripped the handrail tightly with one hand, and raised her other hand towards the door. Moving things was simple enough. “Ready.” 
 The door slid open, squeaking a bit as it did, and suddenly wind whipped her black hair into a frenzy as it howled past the door. She leaned forward, peering just a few metres below them, and saw a shape there. Turou was on… some strange metal contraption with two wheels. It was perhaps the stupidest-looking machine she had ever seen. 
 She struck out with code, grabbing him in slow-time and then hauling him up to the ship in real-time with carefully-coordinated levitation sigils, taking special care not to drop him or slam him into the side of the ship. It was always a risk. He flailed and screamed as the black torrent swirled around him, but before long she yanked him inside. He flew in a bit too hard and landed in her arms, staggering her backwards into the ship. Frozen in a moment of panic, she kicked the wall. “Baoji! Close the door!” 
 The door slammed shut. Then the ship tilted upwards, and Ada barely managed to grab the handrail before gravity yanked her towards the back of the ship. Turou fell into the hall, yelping in pain before grabbing onto the nearest of the handrails, which had now more effectively become ladders. Suddenly he cried out and fell another metre to the back of the hall, now the floor, and flattened against it. 
 Ada reached down to grab his hand, but gravity seemed to grow stronger and stronger, and the force on her arm was starting to hurt. If she let go, though, she would be pulled downwards a few metres by a force of gravity at least twice as strong as what she was comfortable with, straight onto a frail colonial human. She could kill him with that kind of fall. 
 She slowed time and reached out to claw a levitation sigil onto the bulkhead around him; it was awkward deforming the sigil like that, but she managed to make it work. Gravity shifted again, and she felt a sudden relaxation of the force pulling her to the back of the ship. Turou was taken aback and reached around himself, and Ada scrambled down the ladder to the floor, where the levitation sigil had weakened but not entirely eliminated the force pushing them downward. 
 Thick, hard metal boxes with little blinking lights and displays started falling on top of them. 
 “Baoji!” Ada yelled up the ship, fending the boxes away from her face. “What the hell are we doing?” 
 Turou looked at one of the boxes. “Really? Of all the pizza companies -” 
 Ada slowed time and snapped a seeing eye of code up into the cockpit, watching the screen counterpart flicker before her eyes. The vastness of space stretched out directly in front of them, Freyja’s chilly cloak of atmosphere receding along the sides. Gods, they were already on their way. 
 She let the code dissipate and turned to yell at Turou over the rattle of the ship. “We’re leaving the planet!” 
 Turou looked like he was in pain, and his hair looked like it would flattened unflatteringly if it were any longer. “I can tell!” 
 Elsa shouted back at them. “Hold on tight, we’re being hailed by system security! Stay quiet!” 
 Ada growled. “Is this piece of junk even going to make it to space?” 
 Baoji shouted back. “Don’t insult my ship or she’ll die just to spite you!” 
 The ship rattled in angry agreement as the sky lost its cyan hue entirely, becoming darker and darker. Another loose pizza box fell out from the cockpit and Ada caught it, looking at it more closely this time. She didn’t really understand what she was seeing, aside from it being some kind of technological artifact, so she tossed it aside. She’d figure it out later. 
 “That bike!” 
 She turned to see Turou, who was holding his hand to his forehead like he was an idiot. “What, the thing you were riding?” 
 He turned to look at her. “It was a rental! I used the academy’s account, they’re going to throw all kinds of extra charges on there - lost, damaged, late return - my department head is going to bill me and the administrative -” 
 Ada didn’t understand what he was complaining about, but she had the distinct impression it was trivial. “I thought Baoji already established they were going to kill or exile you.” 
 A voice crackled into the ship through the cockpit. “Attention  Monkey King , you were not cleared for that launch corridor. Please power down and submit to boarding.” 
 “Boarding? What for?” Baoji sounded remarkably calm. “I had a request in, I - oh, I don’t think I adjusted my ship’s time zone -” 
 “You are suspected of harbouring a fugitive -” 
 The voice crackled and disappeared, Baoji’s mutter barely reaching her. “Nope.” 
 The ship suddenly veered sideways, throwing Ada and Turou towards the wall. Ada stared at Turou. “Who is this guy and how do you know him?” 
 Turou looked nervous. “Well, er, he was my roommate when I studied on Chang’e.” 
 The acceleration was easing, and the strange sensation of weightlessness started to overtake them. Ada looked around and sent a seeing eye up to the cockpit - they were in space. They’d made it. 
 Then they were actually floating off the floor - or at least Ada and Turou were, the levitation sigil pushing them up towards the cockpit. Elsa turned around to say something to them, but when she saw them approaching her eyes widened. 
 “What - why are you floating?” She shouted. “What did you do to the back of the ship ? ” 
 Baoji glanced. “She did something to my ship? Ada, we’re going to need to establish some rules about creepy evil magic on my ship.” 
 Ada and Turou both grabbed onto the handrails, stabilizing themselves. “It’s fine, I swear!” 
 The mirran pilot shook his head. “Everyone hold on. EMP in three…” 
 Something sparked and the entire ship went dark. Silent. Had the ship failed? Were they all going to die? She grabbed at the bulkhead with one hand and Turou with the other, floating impotently in the air, and she looked up to the cockpit to see a single red light blinking by Elsa as Baoji continued his countdown. 
 “Two, one, go.” 
 Elsa hit a switch, and the red light burst into sparks and flickered out. A few strange, crackling sounds emerged from the ship’s guts, but nothing else seemed to happen. After a second Baoji did something that turned the ship on again, lights and whirring engines and everything, and the force of acceleration pushed them further out into space, slowly hauling Ada and Turou down the handrails harder and harder. 
 For a long moment Ada expected more chaos, more drama, but nothing happened. She hung there on the ladder, heart racing, looking around at the scattered mess of pizza boxes and other garbage strewn across the ship in moments of weightlessness and then dragged down the hallway. The ship truly felt like a tower, now, with Baoji and Elsa awkwardly laying on their backs at its ceiling. 
 Nothing happened. “Are we clear?” 
 Elsa turned around and looked at them both. “Yes and no. We’ve got about a day to reach the jumpgate at Freyja Four, if we time it right to get the Chang’e connection.” 
 “Four? I thought we were just on Freyja.” 
 Turou corrected her. “We were just on Freyja Five, the habitable planet.”  
 Elsa nodded. “Freyjas One through Four are rocky lumps of crap, so we put jumpgates around Three and Four. That way if the jumpgates explode, less people die.” 
 Ada nodded. The memory of being shot flashed through her mind, pain and darkness. She flinched. She didn’t want to think about that. “So we’re clear?” 
 “I need to mess with our route.” Baoji was shaking his head. “If we approach at optimal cruising speed to make the Chang’e connection, they’ll be able to easily predict our route, so we need to add inefficiencies in our acceleration and deceleration and orbital approach. I can make it look like we’re going for the Tlaloc timeslot and then brake at the last minute to make Chang’e instead.  Huge  waste of fuel and money, but less chance of them mobilizing security on the other side to wait for us.” 
 Ada wasn’t sure what that all implied, but she was sick of hanging from the ladder. She climbed up and sat on what had been the back wall of the cockpit, now its floor, her head bobbing up next to Elsa who lay back-down in the other seat. “So… we’re going to be okay.” 
 Elsa glanced at her, strange expressions dancing across her face. “I hope so.” 
 Ada hoped so too. One death was enough. 
 She reached to the locator stone in her pocket, grasping it firmly in her palm. Isavel was out there, somewhere across the stars, her first death already long past. How had she dealt with this? Ada’s heart was still pounding in her chest - thank the gods for that - but now that their escape seemed complete, small sounds in the ship were starting to creep into her ears, little creaks and hums that whispered fears of all the ways this ship might break in space and kill them. 
 Repairing a wound was one thing. If she were blown up, or launched into the void of space, what could she do about it? She hated this. She hated being out here, powerless, afraid, and mostly alone. 
 Only mostly. She took a deep breath. “Turou, Baoji, Elsa… thank you.” 
 Turou looked at her from where he was still standing on the ladder, and nodded. “It’s the right thing to do. I mean… The military and the Defense Coalition have a bad history, but when Elsa played me the recording you got… ” 
 Her eyes widened. “Right! Elsa, we need to share that. Somehow.” 
 Elsa glanced at her. “At this point we can’t make our situation much worse. Baoji, can we bounce it off one of the tachyon relays?” 
 Baoji stared at them both, then laughed. “Ladies, after today there’s no way I’m keeping this ship. Do whatever you want, doesn’t matter how big a target we paint on it.” 
 Elsa hummed. “Okay, Ada, I’ll get it done.” 
 “And can we send a message to Earth?” 
 The cockpit was silent for a long moment before Elsa responded. “None of the tachyon relays are configured to transmit in that direction. Why?” 
 “I want to call a ship. I want to go home.” 
 Turou’s eyes lit up. “Could I go?” 
 “The technophage would destroy your brain.” 
 “Oh.” He glanced at Baoji. “Could we send -” 
 Baoji stammered. “No, no, you can’t send Baoji to the haunted dead planet infested by space witches and exotic diseases. Baoji will not go. Baoji disapproves. Just ask him.” 
 “I meant any mirran -” 
 Ada scowled. “Frankly, after what I’ve seen here, I’m inclined to ask the gods to reinstate their policy of shooting down any ship that gets too close. I don’t want your… government touching my planet. Or the people who live there. Or our relics.” 
 Elsa rounded on her, frustration skewing her face. “Well  we  didn’t want your whiny psycho ass showing up and painting huge targets on  our  backs, but here we are, so start showing some gratitude and help us figure out a way to get out of this mess alive. Nobody asked you to hop onto that ship on Earth, and we both know for a fact there’s at least one person back there who wishes you hadn’t, but you’re here anyway so deal with the damned consequences.” 
 “I  am  dealing with the consequences! Leaving is how I plan to do that!” 
 “And what about me?” Elsa pointed at Turou and Baoji. “What about them? We stick our necks out for you, and you just run off and hope we figure things out?” 
 Ada pursed her lips, thumping her closed palm against the bulkhead she was sitting on. Elsa was clearly right, of course. She had endangered people just by coming here, and she couldn’t just abandon them. 
 She wanted to, though. She really wanted to. 
 Baoji coughed, and started unstrapping himself from his seat. “Ada, how about I introduce you to pizza. Elsa, Turou, keep an eye on things up here will you?” 
 She glanced at him as he swung down from the back of his seat and lowered himself onto the ladders running down the core of the ship. When he had climbed down to one of the doorways, he looked back up at her. 
 “Coming?” 
 She glanced at Elsa, who was staring straight ahead, then followed down the ladder and into a room that felt properly oriented for once. Most of the walls were dominated by storage compartments and boxy machines, but a small table and stools were welded to the floor near the only bare wall, a wall Baoji had covered in glossy paper flashing with colours and words, all in a script Ada couldn’t read. 
 Baoji grinned at her, his toothy smile more subdued than Zhilik’s. “Ready for this?” 
 “I don’t know what it is, so.” 
 Baoji opened one of the storage compartments and pulled out another of those metal pizza boxes; she wondered just how many he had recovered from the skimmer. He popped open one of the sides, to an audible hissing sound, and with a jerking motion skillfully slid the entire thing out onto the table. 
 The first thing that hit her was the smell - hearty grease, acidic tangs, cooked meat, and a dizzying puff of scents she had never before experienced. The food in front of her was a large circle of some kind of pale crusty dough, and it was covered in a thick white-yellow goo that had crisped brown in a few places and rested atop alien meats and vegetables, themselves all resting on some kind of saucy red substrate. 
 Tomatoes? She smelled tomatoes. And garlic. Her eyes widened. 
 “This thing is huge, how am I supposed to eat -” 
 Baoji had already returned with a long, broad knife, and gave a defeated shrug. “If I had known we’d be having pizza I’d have a real cutter. Fingers off.” 
 She had barely realized her hands were resting on the risen edges of the crust. She pulled them back, and he awkwardly forced the knife down a few times in a row, cutting the circle into two halves, four quarters, eight eighths. None of them were properly the same size, and the goo on top stuck to the knife and awkwardly pulled off of the food. It was an awful mess of a meal, but it smelled amazing. 
 Baoji sat down, curling his fingers oddly in excitement, and stared at her. “So?” 
 She wanted to eat it, her mind temporarily blotting out everything that had just happened. She was  starving . “I, uh -” He hadn’t given her anything, so it must be hand food. She pulled one piece out by the crust, lifted it, it flopped downward, and half the toppings promptly fell off onto the table. “Oh shit.” 
 Baoji laughed, a hissing laugh with a cackling human edge that was odd to hear from a mirran. He reached out to her hand. “Rookie mistake. Fold it in the middle, like this. Try another one, I’ll take that.” 
 She gripped the second piece as he had showed her, while his own four fingers gathered up the mess she had made and stuffed it back on the fallen slice. He was watching her, though, waiting. She felt incredibly awkward, so she bit it, and in a moment the gush of familiar and alien flavours seeped into her brain and made her laugh. “Gods, what  is  this?” 
 She heard Turou yell from the cockpit. “The  bad  stuff. Fresh is best!” 
 Baoji shook his head, already eating his own ruined slice. “Best thing humans ever invented, if you ask me. That and dogs.” 
 She took another bite. “Oh, you eat dogs?” 
 “No, no, I love dogs.” He laughed. “Proper pack animals, like us. Rhasks just aren’t the same.” 
 She frowned and him and kept eating. She realized he was trying to distract her from the spat with Elsa, but she had to admit food really was a better thing to think about. He walked over to shut the door before sitting back down with her and kept eating. 
 “Ada, how old are you?” 
 She paused. It was a strange question. “I’m almost twenty-one.” 
 “Twenty-one Earth years. Hm.” He seemed to contemplate her. “They say human brains aren’t developed until they hit twenty-six. You’re not the same kind of human, exactly, but still.” 
 “Are you calling me a child?” 
 “No, no.” He took another slice of the pizza and bit into it greedily before continuing. “But you remind me of younger humans. When I was in school with Turou, actually. People your age - and mirrans a bit younger - vary a lot. But some of them are still…” 
 He trailed off, and she got the distinct impression he was trying hard not to be insulting. She munched on the rest of her slice quietly for a bit, waiting to see what he would come up with. 
 “Do you run away a lot?” 
 She thought about it; it wasn’t always true, but it was true enough to nod with her mouth full. 
 “But you seem to do well. How does that work?” 
 “What do you mean?” She stared at him. “If I don’t like something I go away. Or I fix it.” 
 He chewed some more, contemplatively. “I get the sense you’ve never had to temper yourself. Not yet, not really. Something pisses you off and you just react, and if anything bad happens it doesn’t stick.” 
 She took a deep breath. She had no interest in tempering herself. What he said was true - throughout most of her life, she had never had reason to temper herself. Nobody had been worth the trouble. “Isavel sticks with me.” 
 “Who?” 
 “She… I left her behind on Earth, after I said we’d stay together. She wouldn’t come, but I had to go. But I can’t stop feeling like I made a huge mistake. I miss her.” 
 “Maybe you did.” He nudged a slice towards her. “Eat.” 
 She picked up the next piece and kept chewing. It was easier to talk to mirrans, for some reason. She couldn’t figure out why that was. “What’s your point, Baoji?” 
 “I’m totally pointless.” He chuckled. “I just want to figure out why you seem like such a wrecking ball. Maybe things are different on Earth, I don’t know, but most people here expect each other to be mindful of the things that tie them together. Elsa and you are in this together. So’s Turou. So am I, even though nobody warned me what I was getting into. I don’t think you realize just how dangerous it can be to even be associated with someone the regime wants dead. And when you only think about what  you’ll  be doing next, other people get stressed out. You can’t untangle everybody’s futures.” 
 “So what? I don’t expect them to think of me.” 
 “Isavel was thinking of you, I bet.” 
 She stopped chewing and drew in a deep breath through her nose. He didn’t know what he was talking about, of course - it was just conjecture. But she had seen the look in Isavel’s face, the failed expectation, the betrayal. He was probably right. She swallowed. “I already fucked up there.” 
 “Everybody does at first. You know how to make sure you don’t fuck up again?” 
 She glared at him. She wasn’t normally amiable to being talked down to, but the food was excellent, so she felt conflicted. “What?” 
 “Practice.” He leaned back, biting into the pizza crust. “On the three of us. Trust us, work with us; take care of us and we’ll take care of you. And when you go back to Earth and find that girl again, you’ll be better at it. Trust me.” 
 She crossed one arm and kept eating with the other. “You’re a bandit living alone in a spaceship.” 
 He laughed, throwing his head back and exposing the pale fur on the inside of his neck. “Bandit! Heavens, girl, I’m a criminal but I’m not a bandit. And I may live alone, but don’t think I don’t go visit my parents every new year. And don’t think I’ve survived this long without having people I trust who trust me. Maybe I’m wrong, but what if I’m right?” 
 She sighed, staring at the pizza. They had eaten half of it. She reached for another slice, then hesitated. If he was right, she could train herself to be more… what Isavel needed. What she  herself  needed, to not make the same kinds of mistakes that would stick with her, wound her, hobble her going forward. To be able to keep the people she wanted in her life. If she wanted to, at least. 
 She stood up, moved for the door, and hauled it open. “Hey, puny humans!” She glanced up into the cockpit. “Come get your pizza.” 
 There was a brief pause before they started climbing down. Turou passed her by grumbling something about restaurants, but Elsa stopped next to her in the doorway and exhaled heavily through her nose. “Sorry, Ada. I know this is one big mess.” 
 “I don’t mean to be selfish.” She tried to maintain eye contact, but it was embarrassing and difficult, and her gaze faltered. “I just don’t… think of these things. I’ve never had to. It’s easy to get by alone on Earth if you don’t get along with people.” 
 Elsa chuckled. “I bet you like that.” 
 “I did.” Ada bit her lip. “But I could have done better, so. You know.” 
 Elsa extended her hand. “If you’re going to apologize -” 
 “I’m sorry.” She clasped Elsa’s forearm. “Now eat the pizza I could have eaten myself but kindly left for you instead.” She turned back into the kitchen. “Baoji, what the hell is that gooey stuff?” 
 His slit-pupiled eyes widened as Elsa took a seat. “Cheese?” 
 “Uh, okay, but what  is  it?” 
 The colonials exchanged glances and shared a laugh, presumably at her expense. The four of them barely fit around the tiny table, but they managed. 
  
  




Chapter 9

 Something made of fabric hit her in the face. 
 “Wake up. We’re about to jump.” 
 Ada’s feet were cold. Why were they cold? Oh, the blanket had been removed, and thrown at her face. She shifted around and stared at Elsa. “What?” 
 Elsa was still dressed - she’d insisted they both keep a basic layer of clothing on, despite the discomfort. Ada could appreciate the awkwardness of there only being two bunk s  for four people in the ship, but she didn’t see why they hadn’t put her with Turou or Baoji if Elsa was uncomfortable sleeping in the same bed. Another conversation she had quickly given up on, since it seemed to matter less to her than anyone else. 
 “The jumpgate. We’re almost there. Also, you’re a furnace, did you know that?” 
 She cricked her neck left and right, wishing she hadn’t had to keep the suit on. It was comfortable in just about every position other than lying down. “Nobody’s ever mentioned it. Is that why you didn’t want the blanket?” 
 “Yeah, I’m not looking to get baked.” She opened the door and leaned outside, looking up. “Ada’s up! How long do we have?” 
 Baoji shouted back down. “Ten minutes. Just started retro burn.” 
 Elsa stepped outside without another word and started climbing the ladder; Ada stared around herself for a moment before Turou’s head appeared in the doorway. Just the head, the rest of him being obscured. 
 “You need to fold the bed back into the wall.” 
 “Oh, right.” She stood and turned to face the bed’s mechanism, and tried pulling it upward from the side, but it didn’t budge. “Um.” 
 “There’s a trick to it.” He froze for a moment and glanced down. “Uh, let me put a shirt on.” 
 She took two steps out and into the hallway, and found him wearing a pair of short pants and little else. She raised an eyebrow. “What for?” 
 He stammered and sighed wordlessly, stepping past her to push and pull on the mattress in a different, odd direction before the bare mattress swung up and receded into the walls. 
 “Do colonials have some problem not wearing clothes?” 
 He stumbled as he turned around to leave the room, and the cockpit suddenly went quiet for a moment before Elsa spoke. “Ada, this is not the time.” 
 Turou shook his head sheepishly as he reached between the ladders and slipped into the other bunkroom. “It’s just considered a bit private, that’s all. Are there any taboos on Earth?” 
 “Taboos?” 
 “Things that society says you shouldn’t do or even talk about.” 
 She frowned. “Cannibalism?” 
 “What?” 
 This time her words had failed, it seemed. “Eating other people. But nobody does that.” 
 He reappeared wearing a simple shirt and pants. “How do you know if nobody talks about it?” 
 She pursed her lips. He had a point. “I don’t see what this has to do with not wearing clothes.” 
 “Five minutes to jump. Get up here.” 
 She let Turou scrabble up, noticing the blankets and pillows still on a fixed table in the bunk room. She stepped in to stow the blankets and pillow in a cupboard - that, at least, was easy, though she still wished the ship could do everything on verbal command. 
 “Ada? We might need -” 
 “Just give me a second to -” Pain slammed into her brain as she hit her head on the top of the doorframe. “Fuck!” She clutched her forehead, bending down a little. Her skull was throbbing. “Gods fucking damn it!” 
 “Are you okay?” 
 “Who the hell designed this thing?! There isn’t even a door, why the hell is there a doorframe?” 
 Baoji’s voice sounded out from the cockpit. “I pulled the door out myself a few years ago. Hit your head?” 
 She made for the cockpit, climbing the ladder while wincing as hard as she could. “Yes. Fuck, Baoji, you’re my height. Why don’t  you  whack your head all the time?” 
 “You say that like I don’t.” He was sitting in the pilot seat, Elsa next to him, and Turou on the opposite side of the cockpit’s current floor. There was nothing in front of them. Pain panged in her head again, and this time she clutched her skull. 
 “I thought you said we were near the jumpgate.” 
 “Almost there. We’re going ass-first while we retro burn. It’s all on the cameras.” 
 Elsa turned around to look at Turou, then smirked at Ada. “You two ready for this? I’ve been trying to track communications on the Chang’e side of the jumpgate, but we don’t have the best tech and I don’t know all the protocols. I’m not sure what we’re going to find on the other side.” 
 “What exactly do you  expect  to find? I thought we were just jumping away and getting out of here.” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Not that simple. They’re definitely monitoring us - after all, we did EMP a couple of ships back there. They might have guessed we were headed for Chang’e earlier, but they definitely know now, and they’ll be mobilizing a force on the other side to try and capture us. If they do…” She shrugged. “Maybe we can just say we were kidnapped or something, lower our charges. I don’t know.” 
 Baoji glanced sideways at Elsa but said nothing. Ada frowned. “That doesn’t sound convincing.” 
 “Well there’s not much else we can do, is there? This isn’t a warship.” 
 Ada rubbed her head and thought back to Cherry, to the way the fighter had dodged and wove through the sky. Why had the starfighter stopped answering her hails? Had it been necessary, to protect Elysium? “If I had my old ship I don’t think this would be a problem.” 
 “Did it get blown up?” 
 “It disappeared.” 
 Baoji’s ears twitched. “Disappeared? Did you ever go looking for it?” 
 She frowned. “Well… I called for it.” 
 “You called the ship? What if it was out of transponder range?” 
 Ada shook her head. “That’s stupid. It was just in orbit around Earth. Why would it be out of range?” 
 “How did you call it?” 
 “My suit. If I think with it, it sends a message.” 
 Baoji looked her up and down. “No offense, but I’m not sure how strong a signal that thing has. There’s not much room in there for an antenna.” 
 “Cherry is ridiculously advanced. It could hear -” 
 “It can only hear whatever’s reaching it. If your suit doesn’t have the range to reach it, or to clear the atmosphere, the ship can’t talk back.” 
 Ada frowned. She had never been able to contact the gods with the suit, either. Nor had she been able to control the  Chengdu  from particularly far away, though she had thought that was the  Chengdu ’s limitation, not hers. Cherry had sometimes been fairly far during conversations… but never in space, beyond the atmosphere. Perhaps that meant something too. Perhaps Baoji was right, and Cherry was still waiting for her out there. 
 Her eyes widened. 
 “Now I  really  need to send a signal to Earth. I can help all of us.” 
 Baoji laughed. “Ada, I love my ship, but she can’t send a tachyon ray anywhere, let alone Earth. We already told you the main relays don’t point to Earth. Now let me keep an eye on the gate. We’re almost there.” 
 “Turou?” She turned to look at him. “Are there tachyon communicators on Chang’e?” 
 He nodded. “Sure, networks use them to beam between the twelve, and there are special-purpose ones besides. The campus doesn’t have one, but there are some nearby you can pay to use.” 
 “I want to get to one of them.” She started feeling a bit giddy. “Maybe I can call my ship back! Or get the gods to send it to me.” 
 The three in the cockpit were silent for a moment, and Baoji grunted. “The machine gods. Right.” 
 She looked at them all. “Why do you all get so weird when I talk about our gods?” 
 “We can talk about theology later.” Baoji pointed at the screen. “We’re about to hit the jumpgate, it’s just switched over to Chang’e. Whatever happens on the other side, we’re going to have to be fast.” 
 Ada looked at the glowing shapes on the screen. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but she knew she was good for a fight. “I can be fast.” 
 “Fast at what?” 
 Ada looked out into the void of space, trying to think. She couldn’t go out there, but maybe, if she thought of some way to get a wraith out there that she could control… “Is there a way for me to throw something out into space?” 
 Baoji flatted one of his ears, a mirran gesture of concern. “Uh, the entrance is also an airlock. What are you going to chuck out there?” 
 She opened her mouth to explain, shut it again, then opened it. “It’s complicated. Just trust me, okay? If there’s a problem on the other side, I can try to handle it.” 
 Elsa turned around. “Handle it? Ada, by  handle it , do you mean kill people?” Her expression was somber. “We haven’t killed anyone yet, besides those people who shot you, and I’m not keen on starting. Civilians, military, whatever - they don’t need to die.” 
 Ada nodded. Elsa was right, of course - killing people needlessly would bring a lot more anger down on their heads than they already had, and any attempt at pointing out the wrongdoing of whoever had tried to kill her, or wanted to, would be pretty severely compromised if Ada ran around killing people herself. It would make them seem right. “I’ll try not to kill anyone. I’ll just disable their ships. Speaking of which, can’t we do what we did last time?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “They’ll be ready this time. It won’t work. And if they have an EMP ready for  us  -” 
 Baoji pointed at the back of the ship. “The main thrusters are hardened but the rest isn’t, at least not against anything stronger than a solar flare. We can just plow ahead if there’s nothing in front of us.” 
 “Do what you have to do.” Ada hefted herself down onto the ladder. “I’m heading for the airlock. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.  Turou, want to watch? ” 
 He fidgeted. “I’ll stay away from the airlock, thanks.” 
 She made for the entrance alone then, and when she got there, slipped into time dilation. Reaching out with code, she started the familiar patterns - a golem sigil, complex but known to her, along with all the other parts she needed for a wraith. And that wasn’t all she knew how to do, either - she knew how to create communicator sigils, and had even spoken to the gods with them. Could she use one to communicate to a wraith, too? To connect with it, like she had before, when… 
 She shook her head. Not now. 
 She tried, connecting the communicator sigil into the wraith where she might normally connect her own mind. She created another of the sigils and held it in her hand, and then moved back into regular time. The comm was buzzing. 
 “- seconds! You ready?” 
 Ada grinned. “Get the airlock ready!” 
 A set of doors with thick, grimy glass windows slowly started closing around the entrance, with lights flashing. Ada stepped out of the way, leaving the wraith alone on the other side, idle and unmoving. She reached into the communicator sigil and connected it to the back of her neck, to her mind, and suddenly there was another room in her head. 
 She shuddered. She remembered what it had felt like for that room to be the last refuge of her conscious mind. She felt cold. 
 She tried breathing more slowly with her physical body as her mind prodded around the wraith, looking around, slowing time, coding eyes. She could see through the wraith, move it, control it. 
 She found she almost didn’t want to. It made her tremble. She gritted her teeth, trying to ignore the panicked sensation. 
 “Jump complete. Ada, wait a second.” 
 A hissing sound filled the air, and a small screen on the wall flashed with the words  Recovering Atmosphere . She started climbing up the ladder again, still feeling the connection to the wraith, and saw something bright flashing on Baoji’s screen up above. 
 “What’s going on?” 
 Baoji pointed at the empty space in front of them, even as he stared at different screens. The stars, Ada noticed, where moving up quickly - the ship must be spinning in space. “Nothing? Not even a patrol ship? They had a whole day to get here.” 
 Elsa leaned forward, peering out the top of the cockpit. Then she hissed. “No, no, no! Go!  Move! ” 
 The ship suddenly kicked into gear, pushing forward, as another voice crackled on the communications. “Attention Cirrus-class vessel, please power down and prepare to be boarded, or we will neutralize your ship and take it by force.” 
 “I can’t get a reading on them -” 
 “They’re powered down so your shitty heat scanners won’t flag them.” Elsa tapped the cockpit glass. “I saw four  Hermes-class .” 
 Baoji grumbled. “That’s a lot of guns. Should we -” 
 Ada smiled, settling into a more comfortable position. “My turn. Anything I should know about these ships?” 
 Elsa looked at her and blinked. “Well they crew about thirty people, so don’t destroy them. Engines are the big boxy things on the sides. They’ve got rocket pods and laser turrets, and if they start shooting with lasers there’s no fucking way we can dodge that. It’ll vaporize the hull material. We can’t take more than a few hits.” 
 “What do the laser turrets look like?” 
 “A half-sphere with a stick out the side. Should be four of them.” 
 The stern male voice broke into the cockpit again. “You have thirty seconds to power down your ship, or we will begin neutralisation procedures. This is your final warning.” 
 “I’ve got them on scanner.” Baoji didn’t sound happy about that. “Powering up to pursue.” 
 Ada nodded. “Okay. Keep flying and open the airlock. I’ve got this.” 
 She walked her awareness into that other room in her mind, and suddenly she could see and feel the wraith. The door outside of Baoji’s ship opened and she moved the wraith out, aiming its levitation sigil straight at itself. 
 “What is that thing, exactly?” 
 Baoji’s voice felt distant with her focus in the wraith. Ada grinned, and she fed the wraith’s power into that levitation sigil, twisting it around to change direction. The wraith simply fell wherever the sigil was pointing, as though into a groove in the world. She looked around with its multiple eyes, time slowed to a crawl, and she saw the first of the boxy ships. They were closing the distance fairly quickly, even with time slowed - she could see them moving forward. 
 Time for action. 
 She reached out with code, stretching long, dark tendrils across the void and crawling around the first of the ships. She found the laser turrets fairly quickly, looking exactly as Elsa had described them, and wrote precisely broken power collection code onto them. As she pulled away the code glowed brighter over a slow second, then crashed, cracking the guns apart with a flash. 
 Next ship. She reached across the void, watching the sparks fly from her first victim and reaching to the second, destroying its guns as well. This was too easy. She reached out for the third ship - 
 Suddenly some of the wraith’s eyes were cut off. Shit. 
 What happened? 
 She looked through the remaining eyes to see the code tendrils dissipating, severed by flashes at a few locations. The ships were firing lasers at her wraith, and they were connecting. Damn it. Even stretched, time was running out. 
 She let time move normally again to speed up the wraith’s movement, placing it between the two ships that still had lasers, throwing tendrils of code out in every direction in the hopes of distracting the lasers from the core sigils. 
 “Holy shit.” Elsa’s voice was not directed at her. “She just blasted the lasers right off, didn’t she?” 
 “What the hell -” 
 Ada squeezed time still. Reaching out towards the laser turrets might take too long, but now she was between them, and the code was roiling and changing in space. If they fired lasers at her, the attack might pass clear through and hit the other ship. She was counting on them not to take that risk as she reached out towards the third ship again, code corkscrewing through the air. 
 There was a sudden flash from the ship, slow and tedious to watch, and a large, white, sharp-angled projectile made of metal slowly emerged from a sliding panel on the side of the ship. Ah, that must be the rocket. Interesting. She reached towards it with code as it slowly approached and started carving tiny inverted levitation sigils on it. The sigils started twisting the rocket randomly through space, thwarting its guidance systems. 
 From there she reached out to the third ship, cracking its laser turrets one by one. She was about to reach the fourth and final turret when the wraith suddenly went blank in her mind. 
 She was dying all over again. 
 Then her mind snapped back to focus on her physical body, breathing heavily. She was okay. She panted and buried her hands in her face. 
 “Shit.” She glanced out the cockpit, but couldn’t see anything. “I lost it!” 
 Elsa was frantically doing something on one of the screens. “Execute!” 
 The ship pitched forward in space as Baoji struggled with the controls. Ada grabbed onto the bulkhead to steady herself. “What’s going on?” 
 “There’s a warhead spinning out of control way too close to us.” Elsa shot her a panicked glance. “Did you do that?” 
 “I -” 
 A flash briefly illuminated the cockpit, and something rocked the ship gently. It was eerily silent. “That was the rocket.” Baoji shook his head. “They lasered it.” 
 “The last Hermes is pulling away.” Elsa was pointing. “Whatever you did out there, Ada, you scared the fuck out of them.” 
 She smiled. “Good. Did I kill anybody?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “I don’t think so, their ships are all still powered up and moving, though it looks like some shed a bit of atmo. They’ll do okay. I don’t see any other patrols on intercept - I think they underestimated you, Ada.” 
 She grinned, still silently wishing she had done even more. 
 Baoji pointed into the distance. “We’re lucky Chang’e is close. It’ll be about twelve hours.” 
 “Twelve hours?” Her smiled faded. “That’s not close! Why does everything take so damned long?” 
 He shook his head, ears backwards. “Physics, Ada. Physics.” 
 “Well, somebody should fix those.” 
 A voice sounded in the cockpit. “Unidentified vessel, charges have been laid on your license for A-grade destruction of property and attempted -” 
 Baoji switched the voice off. “Yeah, yeah.” 
 Turou looked nervously out the cockpit. “Baoji, this is all normal for you, right?” 
 The mirran turned around and grinned a toothy grin. “Having a magic earthling on my ship fighting off military patrols? Hell no. I smuggle shit, Turou, even people sometimes, but I usually pick my jobs carefully. Thanks to you for not warning me  who  I was picking up, by the way.” 
 “Oh.” Turou rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, you have a plan for escaping the authorities, right?” 
 “Sure. The second I met Ada I was already too close to be able to walk away from this, so it’s time for drastic measures. We’re ditching the ship.” 
 Ada looked around. “It’s crap, sure, but you must have had this thing for -” 
 “Forever, yes. On the bright side, I’ve been saving up for an upgrade for a few years. Transporting illegals is quite profitable and I’m quite frugal.” 
 “I believe him.” Elsa pointed at Baoji. “Kitchen’s got the cheapest fucking booze you can find, and his clothes are trash. Money must be going somewhere else.” 
 “You see?” Baoji gave a hissing laugh. “I like this girl.” 
 “Don’t like me too much.” Elsa said. “I was SpecSec on Tlaloc.” 
 “SpecSec? Hell of a career to throw away.” 
 Elsa grimaced. “Career? I was about to be fired before they decided to kill her and kill me to cover it up.” She sighed. “SpecSec look out for each other more than most, but I never thought high command would just treat me like a civilian.” 
 Turou glanced at her. “Imagine  being  a civilian.” 
 Baoji didn’t dwell on that. “There’s always business in smuggling” 
 “Baoji, we barely know each other, and you do not want to meet my parents.” 
 Ada smiled. She understood the mood of the banter, if not the context. She looked to Turou, who just looked nervous and uneasy, probably running over the possible negative outcomes in his mind. Ada was out of place - not quite part of this world, even though she was here. Not quite aware of everything that could happen, that could go wrong. 
 She tried to put on a brave face. “So how did you become friends with a smuggler, Turou?” 
 Turou glanced up from his brooding. “He wasn’t always like this. He studied at the academy with me.” 
 She looked at the mirran. “But, um, he’s not human. Isn’t it an academy for ancient human culture?” 
 Baoji turned around and said something incomprehensible to her, a language that reminded her a little bit of what the  Chengdu  used to babble. Turou shook his head. “She doesn’t speak it. Baoji was adopted as a baby, by a human family from Chang’e.” 
 Baoji held up something suspended around his neck, then popped it off the string and handed it to her. A small metal disk with a square hole in the centre, an engraved image of odd buildings, and unintelligible blocky script. “Humans whose ancestors came from the same place on Earth as Turou’s, and speak the same language. That’s what I grew up with. But that monastery wasn’t enough for me.” Baoji hissed his mirran laugh. “Not enough fun.” 
 “By fun, he means petty crime.” 
 “Oh, don’t be like that, Turou. Ada, do you have any idea how much these same people pay me to deliver priceless Old Earth artifacts for their collections?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Ada doesn’t know money.” 
 “What? Well I’m never going to Earth then.” 
 Ada grinned. “You wouldn’t like it anyway. Not much demand for spaceships.” 
 “So how did you get one?” 
 She thought back to it. “It was given to me by the gods.” 
 Baoji paused. “You should know that a lot of people in the Union believe in gods. Gods that aren’t supposed to be machines.” 
 “What are they, then?” 
 “Well, they’re like... spirits that live everywhere at once, and influence our lives.” 
 Ada nodded. “Most people think our gods are like that. I just discovered that they were machines because I tracked them down. What’s your point?” 
 “The gods that people here believe in can’t really be found. They don’t exist anywhere specific; there’s no way to prove they exist. Or don’t.” 
 “Wait, they don’t do anything at all? Why believe in them, then?” 
 Turou nodded out into the void of space. “There’s a lot in people’s lives that they don’t understand. Gods give them meaning.” 
 “I’m not sure that’s better than machine gods.” She blinked. “Hell, even if our gods are idiots. Is life really so great in the Union that people think there are gods looking out for them?” 
 Elsa snorted laughter, and Baoji shrugged. “I don’t know if any of us here do, but there are people, and even we understand gods are supposed to be something higher than us. So when you talk about machine gods, well...” 
 Turou sighed. “There  are  people who believed the Haints were sent by a god, or the universe, to punish us for our sins. They worship the Haints and pray for their return.” 
 “That sounds stupid.” Ada’s face fell a little. “A vaguely familiar kind of stupid, actually.” 
 “It is.” Elsa ground her teeth, letting her arms fall to her sides. The ship didn’t seem to need her anymore. “I raided a cult of them once; they were trying to build AI in a walled-off basement. Them  and  the robots almost killed us when we busted them.” 
 “So you can see why machine gods make us uneasy.” 
 Ada frowned. The Haint trauma was from so long ago - but hadn’t she reacted the same way when she first realized the ghosts were returning? That had turned out a lot better than she had expected, but there had been no way for her to know that. Perhaps the fear wasn’t completely misplaced. 
 She smiled. “I pulled a gun on my gods once, you know. Pointed it straight at them. I think they were scared.” 
 The other three glanced at her in silence as she grinned. After a moment, Elsa sighed. “Hell, I’m not even surprised.” 
 As the ship slowly turned in space, accelerating away from the jumpgate, a large white orb loomed into view. Ada pointed at it. “Is that Chang’e?” 
 Turou nodded, smiling a little as he saw the distant world. “That’s the planet, yes. The main moon people live on is a lot smaller. I can’t quite see it from this angle.” 
 “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on things.” Elsa glanced at Baoji. “But I’m getting really hungry. Baoji, mind whipping up some pizza and bringing me a slice?” 
 The mirran smuggler stood up and grinned. “Yes dear.” 
 Ada’s mouth started watering. “Oh gods, yes please.” 
 “Come on, I’ll show you how some of the stasis box works.” Baoji blinked. “Which is ridiculous, given how you’re some kind of star goddess.” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Space witch. That’s what I’m calling her.” 
 “Seriously though, I’m not.” Although… Ada realised there was an opportunity here, for all that the colonials didn’t seem interested in titles. “Well, actually, if you want to call me Star Goddess -” 
 “I’ll pass.” 
 She pouted as Baoji climbed down past her. “Damn it.” 
 She clambered down the ladder towards the kitchen, and Turou followed her. “Can we put on the news? I want to see what they’re saying about… this.” 
 Baoji nodded, flicking a switch to turn on a screen. “Eating stasis pizza and watching the news with two ladies we barely know hanging out in the apartment. Turou, friend, this is just like old times.” 
 Ada was impatiently standing behind Baoji as he made for the food, but she managed a grin. “Is that the kind of life you used to live, before the… what was it called?” 
 Turou nodded, smiling fondly. “APHEC - but this specific campus is called Guwenhua. And yes, neither of us could cook while we were roommates, so we ate a lot of… this.” 
 “I thought you disapproved.” Ada found herself unable to imagine disapproving. 
 “Just the kind that gets made in a factory and held in stasis for days. When I learned to make it myself I couldn’t go back.” 
 “He’s such a stuck-up, now.” Baoji tapped the side of the stasis box. “Ada, come here. See this number? That’s the battery. It’s not perfect stasis, but the box slows molecular motion without freezing. When the battery runs out - soon - or you open the box, everything returns to its normal speed, hot like when it was made a day or two ago. Hopefully.” 
 He popped open a small clasp, and a tiny screen on the box went dark. The box opened, the smells suddenly filled her nose and mouth, and she inhaled deeply. “I was worried it would be complicated.” 
 Baoji’s ears flicked. “Well sorry, I thought you grew up charring dead animals over a fire.” 
 “Hey.” Turou gestured for them to come over. “We’re all over the feeds.” 
 They turned around to the screen Turou was looking at. Ada tilted her head. “What are people saying?” 
 “Baoji, you haven’t upgraded the software on this thing in years. How do I -?” 
 The mirran walked over and hit the screen in a few places. “There.” 
 “Right.” Turou touched a small square filled with text, and a mechanical voice started droning out into the kitchen. 
 “Yesterday’s dramatic events in Starcast’s Daneer studios have rocked the Union. Earthling Ada Liu remains unaccounted for, but Union intelligence is working to identify the terrorists who shot several civilians and servicemembers in the Starcast showroom. Daneer’s military governor released a statement this morning outlining the department’s initial findings.” 
 The screen Turou was holding showed a picture of a beat-up-looking man that Ada vaguely recognized. 
 “Contrary to the earthling’s baseless accusations, our surviving suspect openly admits to being a member of Humon. They claim to have received the same audio recording that was later broadcast by an unidentified ship around Freya, which Union intelligence has repeatedly debunked as a fabrication. It’s unclear whether Humon believes Ada Liu will somehow provoke the military into breeding a race of supersoldiers, or whether they believe the Earth mission was a hoax and that she already is a genetically modified supersoldier, but -” 
 “Who are these Humon people?” Ada’s memories started racing. “Do they have anything to do with the Starshadow? With Shade?” 
 Turou shushed her, though. “- the attack has hopefully lain the most conspiratorial theories to rest. We now have clear footage of this earthling engaging in what witness could only describe as magic. This being is a clear threat to the safety of Union citizens -” 
 Ada sighed. “Turn it off.” 
 She looked at Baoji and Turou. Perhaps this news was lying, of course - but if it was telling the truth, Ada’s accusations about Earth invasion plans might fall flat, if anybody even cared to wonder about them. These Humon people seemed like the obvious target - would anyone care what Senjat had planned for her? 
 Ada remembered Sanako had said it wasn’t the military. She had known something was up, something to do with a former friend or lover. Maybe Ada should have listened. Watched out for her. 
 Had Sanako been hurt afterwards? She had almost completely forgotten. She shook her head, trying to figure the best way forward. “Who are Humon?” 
 Turou fidgeted again, but Baoji spoke plainly. “Human Movement to Nature. A human purity movement. They want to turn back into monkeys living in trees, and get away from mirrans if they can.” 
 At this, Turou seemed to tense. “Let’s not pretend there aren’t mirrans who feel the same way, Baoji.” 
 “And to them I’m either a species traitor or an abuse victim.” Baoji shook his head. “Ada’s just in a bit more complicated of a situation.” 
 Human purity. The only sense she could make of that was the one, brief moment she had feared she might be infected by the technophage, but even then, that wasn’t about purity so much as keeping her sanity. And too much of Venshi’s old ideas about how humans were supposed to live echoed in that idea. The Union might not have solutions, but at least it still held the poison that killed Earth alive and available for study. 
 The thought made her skin crawl. Especially where it was black with code. Living things weren’t pure - forests and cities, bodies and minds, everything was mixed and ever-changing. Only snow and deserts were pure - wastelands. Her face contorted into a scowl, and she leaned back, suddenly less interested in the pizza Baoji was rather violently cutting apart. 
 She had to hope Sanako handled herself. She had to hope the military wouldn’t turn on one of their own for helping her - though they had already planned to do the same to Elsa. Ada looked to the screen again. “Anything about us? Are they tracking us, maybe?” 
 Turou flicked through the screens again. “Just some basics, like how they suspect the EMP blast over Freyja was related to your disappearance. Nothing concrete, nothing about Chang’e. The details won’t be in the news until it’s too late; the regime will make sure of that.” 
 Baoji started taking posters down from the walls as the pizza sat uneaten on the table, folding them up and packing them away. She remembered what he had said - time to ditch the ship. 
 She finally turned her attention to the food, wondering if he would regret it. Losing his ship. It would only make sense. 
  




Chapter 10

 The ship moved as fast as it was able; Ada had offered to speed it up, but Baoji thought that would compromise the ship’s ability to navigate correctly, so she had to endure the colonial pace. The planet proper was a fixture of the journey, ribboned with coldly majestic pale greys and beiges, but when the moon finally came into view it was something else entirely. Chang’e was vibrant, woven of a rainbow of greens and veiled with a thick, cloudy blue haze. It looked, as best she could guess, almost as big as Earth. 
 She glanced at Baoji and Turou. “This is home, then?” 
 Baoji nodded. “A bit smaller than the other worlds, so it’ll feel lighter than Freyja. One of the things I like about it - that and the sparse SysSec patrols, most of the time anyway.” 
 Ada wished most of the time included the now . “I bet the whole planet is just waiting for us this time. What’s the plan?” 
 “They’ve probably already seen us.” Elsa pointed to the moon. “We’re in space. You can’t really hide in space without completely turning off your systems, especially not when people are looking for you.” 
 She blinked, leaning forward and looking out the cockpit, resisting the urge to brag about Cherry once more. “So, again - plan?” 
 Baoji grumbled. “Fly really fast towards a region of the moon that doesn’t have a security response team ready to pounce, ditch the ship in the forest, move on foot. It’s a hell of a lot harder to track four people in a forest than it is to track a ship in space.” 
 Ada really couldn’t help herself. “ My  ship could turn invisible.” 
 Baoji grinned as he flicked through a series of charts. “Yeah, keep talking like that.” 
 Elsa pointed at another screen, and Ada leaned over to see a map of Chang’e laid out before her. “Where are we landing?” 
 “I’m trying to get us to a sleeping timezone in the moon’s shadow.” Baoji tapped something on the screen, and the map was suddenly half-covered in a darkened filter. “Landing at night won’t help much, but better to land somewhere without as many people up to see the entry trail.” 
 “Wait - entry trail.” Ada remembered flying into Earth’s atmosphere with Cherry, how the world outside had heated up. “The outside of the ship is going to get really hot and bright, right?” 
 “Of course. Why?” 
 She turned around, slowed time down, and set to work. At this point she barely needed to think about it, and in what felt like half an hour, she had a wraith floating in front of her again, connected to her by the communicator sigil inside it. 
 “- again.” 
 She turned around. “Sorry, what?” 
 “I said oh, that again.” 
 She smiled. “Let’s get this thing on the outside of the ship - I can code stuff that will absorb the light and heat on the ship’s exterior and turn it into energy for… eh, something else. I don’t know.” 
 Baoji blinked. “What can you do with that energy?” 
 “Blow things up, reinforce things, make things float -” 
 “Like that thing in the hall that screws with gravity?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Can you, I don’t know, point that at the ship? If we could somehow slow our descent I could use less thrust, which means less flare, which helps us keep a low profile.” 
 She bit her lip. “Of course, I can… well.” The more she thought about it, the more she realized she should be cautious. “I’m not sure I can  land  it myself. I can make it… lighter, I guess. Floatier. Or - well, actually, I can probably code a levitation sigil onto the surface somewhere that we could land on gently.” 
 “Can you  actually  do that? Have you done it before?” 
 She wrung her wrists. “I once broke up a mountainside into pieces and turned them into energy to levitate a giant metal box out into space from Earth.” 
 Elsa snorted. “Well, shit, that’s more than I’ve got. Baoji, can you get us a good entry vector?” 
 He scratched his right ear, and as he did so Ada slipped into the wraith, briefly, moving it down into the airlock she had used last time. “The wraith is in the airlock. I’ll attach it outside the ship and start working. Shouldn’t take too long.” 
 “You’ll want to do the underside of the ship - we really, really don’t want to be spinning on our way in, so all the hot and shiny will be on the underside.” 
 She nodded. In a few moments the door slid open in front of the wraith, and Ada pushed it into the emptiness of space. She reached out with its code, clawing the wraith across the ship towards the underside, and set to work. She had used these absorption sigils before - hell, on Earth she had fired her gun at one, and it had done perfectly fine. She covered the bottom of the ship with several large ones, weaving their power outflows into a knot at the rear of the hull. “Okay, done.” 
 “How far away can you put this levitation… magic spell?” 
 She squinted at the blue-swathed green world they were quickly approaching. The sunsoaked crescent of Chang’e was slowly slipping away as they closed in on the dark side. “I don’t know, but even if I could plant it from here the code might break along the way as we move. But - oh, by the way, the sigils are going to explode if I don’t contain or direct the power anywhere.” 
 The three colonials turned and gaped at her. “You put bombs on the hull?” 
 She tilted her head. “ All  code could potentially explode. We’ll be in trouble if those start gathering power and it has nowhere to do. I’ll take care of it.” 
 It was a shame there was no way to divert power without a direct code connection. Her body sitting with eyes closed and gripping the bulkhead, she covered the spaces  between  the power absorption sigils on the bottom of the ship with a dense net of tiny power storage symbols. Hopefully that would be enough. In case it wasn’t, though, she would need to vent the power somewhere - and if they were trying to be invisible from the planet, she had a good idea of what direction that venting might need to go. 
 Crawling the wraith back up to the top of the ship, she started tracing light sigils all over it, connecting them with a knot that zagged down towards the power reservoirs - but didn’t quite connect with them. If they got too hot she’d turn on the back lights, and the only people who’d see would be anyone already following them in from space. 
 As time returned to normal, she took a deep breath, and looked out at the moon ahead of them. 
 “So what’s the plan, Ada?” 
 She looked to Baoji. “Well, you want to use as little engine power as you can, right?” 
 “Right.” 
 “So get us into a vertical drop. Can you do that?” 
 He laughed. “You mean, what, like a rock? No power.” 
 She nodded. “Yes. Get us dropping like a rock, in a straight line. When we’re about to land, I’ll turn on the levitation sigil and we’ll stop falling.” 
 He stopped laughing. “By which you mean we’ll be flattened like a pancake.” 
 She frowned. “What? I’m sure we’ll be fine.” 
 “No, you can’t just stop a ship when it’s moving without that energy going somewhere. We can handle a gradual deceleration, sure, but even if the  ship  stayed intact, if it suddenly stopped moving? We wouldn’t. We’d splatter against the floor.” 
 That was a very unappealing thought. She considered it, played the scene out in her mind, and it made a certain kind of sense. Not worth risking. “Okay, I’ll power up the levitation gradually then. Be ready to use the thrusters if you think I’m going to get us all killed.” 
 “Don’t worry, I’m not sure I trust this whole magic thing anyway.” 
 Turou patted her on the shoulder. “It’s fascinating. I’m sure you’ll do fine.” 
 She frowned and closed her eyes again, trying to focus. She didn’t need that kind of encouragement - she was Ada Liu, and she could do whatever the hell she set her mind to. Almost. Most of the time. In any case, she didn’t want sympathy. “We’re coming in pretty fast. Want me to slow us down a little?” 
 “Not yet. I’m maneuvering onto the right trajectory. I’ll let you know when we’re locked in, but keep your freaky wraith thing on top of the ship or it’ll probably get burned away.” 
 “It’s not freaky.” 
 “It is  absolutely  freaky.” 
 Elsa spoke over them both. “Cut it. Incoming.” 
 Baoji put on something to cover his ears. “You deal with it, I’m trying to get us into drop-like-a-rock position. If we survive this, I’m going to have a hell of a story to tell the bartender at Sangrila’s.” 
 Turou smirked. “Still, after all these years?” 
 Baoji didn’t respond,  effectively  deaf. Ada opened her eyes to peek at the screens up above Elsa, but she couldn’t make sense of it. “What’s coming for us?” 
 “Two frigates.” Elsa pointed at the screen display. “Same size as the  Tellura , the ship you came in on - way bigger than Hermes-class. Big enough they can’t actually land. If they want to laser out our engines then scoop us up, I don’t know what we can do about it.” 
 “How far are they?” 
 “About a hundred kilometers.” 
 “Kilometers? Like klicks?” 
 Elsa raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, that’s what the military calls them.” 
 She increased her brow. Building code spindles into coherent shapes at short range was one thing, when time was almost still - but it was never completely still, and at great distances time’s effects could cause the code structures to sway or collapse. “I’ve never done anything so damn far away; the code could easily fall apart.” 
 “Baoji, any laser countermeasures or - he’s not listening. Nevermind.” 
 The ship started shaking a little, and Ada looked out through the wraith’s eyes, seeing the moon growing massive in front of them. In the distance, silhouetted against the grey-streaked white of the gas planet, she saw two boxy shapes approaching. “Any ideas?” 
 “You’re the sorceress. If you can’t zap them, can you at least shield us from the lasers?” 
 “Well, what  are  lasers?” 
 Elsa paused for just a moment. “Um, light. Intense, coherent light in a really small and focused beam.” 
 “Light. Why couldn’t I just absorb it?” 
 “I don’t know, why couldn’t you? But Ada, this isn’t some flashlight. It’s enough energy to turn metal straight into gas.” 
 “I know, they lasered my last wraith apart.” The problem with light, ironically, was that it was invisible until it had already arrived. She’d need to be thorough in shielding the ship. “Are they talking to us?” 
 “I’m not getting anything.” Elsa hummed. “At the speed we’re going, I don’t think they’ll make physical intercept unless they pop our engines in the next few minutes. Even then, it’ll be close.” 
 “So protect the engines.” 
 Elsa nodded, looking at her with a quiet plea. “If you do that, we can probably make planetside.” 
 She projected herself back into the wraith, scurrying over to the side of the ship facing the incoming patrol, and gave it its instructions. She filled it with urgency to shield the engines with absorption sigils, and it set to work on its own. She watched as it did, stretching out tendrils of code into space, still attached to the ship, and spreading sigils all along the right side. 
 “I’ve got the wraith doing  something , but I don’t really know how much it’ll take.” 
 Baoji spoke up. “We’re about to enter atmosphere.” The ship starting to tremble. “Ada, be ready to do your thing as soon as I say magic.” 
 Ada looked through the wraith’s eyes and saw the incoming ships. “Should I be looking out for -” 
 A patch of sigils burst into light and ephemera. 
 “Shit, they just fired!” 
 Turou slid to the bulkhead in a fetal position, hooking his hands into the ladder’s rungs. “Atmospheric landings are bumpy. You should hold on.” 
 She sat down and grabbed onto handholds, returning her attention to the wraith on the outside. It was busy recreating those sigils as they burst, protecting the ship. Good. Beyond the edge of the ship’s roof, space was growing less dark, and the far horizons of Chang’e were visible on all sides. 
 “We’re starting to heat up. Ada, let’s not explode.” 
 She sent the wraith to the centre of the ship, keeping it away from any flames, and had it carefully reach around to the bottom, adding more storage sigils wherever they would fit, connecting them with the absorption sigils on the bottom. This might get messy. She had the wraith create its own storage in its body as well, connecting to the rest, slowly growing and glowing. 
 The ship was shaking violently now as they fell. Elsa shouted across the din. “Atmo should be thick enough to diffuse long-range vacuum lasers now. We’re clear!” 
 Baoji pulled off his ear covers, and Turou shouted. “Baoji, where are we landing?” 
 “Engines cut! We’ll land a few hours’ hike from Tianzhou. Got contacts there who can get us an unmarked skimmer to Guwenhua. Watch it, gravity’s picking up fast.” 
 The world was indeed feeling different. Turou and Ada both rose up, catching themselves against the ladder, almost pushed upward. The ship rattled and shook, and Ada projected her mind out into the wraith, seeing it move and flatten itself against the roof of the ship, building more and more power storage sigils that were glowing brighter and brighter. Bright was bad. Power storage shouldn’t glow too much. 
 “How much longer till we’ve got a straight shot to the ground?” Ada yelled. “We can’t keep absorbing this much heat!” 
 “We’re going to break cloud cover soon!” Elsa shouted. “How much longer can we hold without retro burn?” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. “I don’t know but I need to vent now! If I vent when we’re under the clouds the whole damn sky will light up behind us!” 
 “Do it!” 
 She reached out to the wraith, and had it redirect power from the storage units to all the light sigils on the ship’s roof. The storage sigils hummed and shook; any longer and they could explode. Then the roof of the ship flashed a single beat of the heart of the sun, and Ada couldn’t see anything anymore. 
 “I’m blind!” 
 “Cloud cover in twenty seconds.” 
 She pulled her attention back to her body, not wanting to feel disembodied and lost again. The wraith knew itself. She told it to build more power storage sigils, as many as it could, and she knew that with time slowed it would do better than she expected. It would have to be enough. 
 “Ten seconds!” 
 “We’re dropping, this is it.” Baoji shouted as one of the ship’s main background noises cut out. “RCS off! Ada, as soon as we get through that cloud cover -” 
 “Five seconds.” 
 “Are we still hot?” 
 “No, I flashed it off.” 
 She peered out the window, but couldn’t see anything at all. Then a proper sky rose into view, and Baoji shouted. “We’re through. Ada,  magic! ” 
 She slowed time, allowing herself time to think this through. She reached into the wraith, saw through its eyes, directed it forward. It was a bloated, floating mass of power storage sigils, an absurd explosion waiting to happen, but it was intact. She turned and reached around to the bottom of the ship, reaching past it, extending seeing eyes and tendrils of code spindles down into the night. Straight down. 
 Baoji was right, and he was good - they were falling more or less straight down, and there was barely any wind. They had maybe a klick or two of room before they slammed into the moon, and they were falling fast, but time yielded to Ada and the code, and the vast stores of energy that wraith had accumulated ground it to a halt. Black wirework snaked down through the air, further and further, weaving repeating geometric patterns that minimized the odds of it breaking under severe wind or disturbance, and that would fold up behind the ship in a stable frame as it descended through the structure. It was long and repetitive, but she had to bring them in quietly. 
 She wasn’t sure how many real seconds had passed, but after what felt like almost an hour to her, she had extended the code down to the surface of the planet. Turning a seeing eye around to look back up, the ship was barely visible in the night sky. This was getting tiring; even in time dilation and with those energy supplies, she could only do so much. She needed to hurry. 
 She started etching the levitation sigil into the air just above the surface of the clearing Baoji had thrown them at, working fast. Then she needed to connect it to the power storage sigils, but not all at once. That was tricky, considering how closely she’d bound them all together. She decided to start with the ones on the bottom of the ship, reaching from the wraith itself down to those and connecting that power with the code that fed down to the surface, to the levitation sigil. Done. Okay, that seemed reasonable enough - but was it? She would have to check. 
 She let time move back to its regular pace, and suddenly the entire ship jolted like it had been slammed into. It started drifting sideways, and Baoji shouted, “What just happened?! We’re rolling!” 
 She slowed time again. Rolling. Sideways. Shit. If the ship slipped out of the sigil’s beam they might all get killed, even if Baoji did turn the engines on to try and save things. How was the ship rotating? Her mind divided between two tasks, Ada sent out some seeing eyes to look at the ship based on the horizon. It was rolling down on the left side. Okay, easy to fix. She reached out and conjured a force sigil right under the wing, bumping it in the other direction slightly. 
 The wing started moving up, slowly in time dilation, but visibly. Oh, shit, it was going to overshoot the horizon and roll the other way. 
 She still needed to get that levitation sigil more power. She got the wraith to focus on connecting it to the other power storage sigils along the ship, while she reached out and conjured another, smaller force sigil above the stubby wing, hoping to slow its spin. Boom. The ship’s roll slowed, but it wasn’t quite stopped. 
 She looked down with a seeing eye and saw that the ground was a lot closer than it had been before. She could see individual trees on the ground. Fuck. They were running out of time. She reached across the ship’s wingspan and popped a force sigil underneath the other wing, trying to stabilize the roll. 
 This was getting tiring. 
 Wraith. She got the wraith to start feeding its own stored energy to the levitation sigil, weaving the structures itself. All the power they had accumulated, added in one sigil at a time, slowly increasing the levitation sigil’s power. The ship was still rolling; she popped more force sigils, but she could never seem to get the right balance. 
 The ship was a lot closer to the ground now. She could make out plants in the field. They were almost there. She slipped out of time dilation, just for a second, just to get a sense of how fast they were still falling. 
 It didn’t feel that bad, actually. The other three in the cockpit were screaming their lungs out, though, so she slipped back into time dilation and looked down. They were almost steady, but the power storage sigils had all been used up. It had clearly slowed their fall, but by how much? Would it be enough? 
 There were other options. 
 Quickly, she dragged the wraith’s code across the ship’s underside, carving a grand reinforcement sigil into the hull, hoping that might help keep things intact. Would she be able to make one final push against the ship to slow it? That levitation sigil was only a dozen meters below them now at this point. Even in time dilation, they were visibly slipping down - it would be too fast to code a sigil into the air directly beneath the ship. 
 She reached down and messed with it, adding power generation nodules and crisscrossing the code indiscriminately. After a split second of real time the code crashed, lighting up the field underneath the falling ship with a bright white light. The force of the impact temporarily stopped the ship in mid-air, just a few meters above the ground. 
 This was exhausting. 
 She let time slip back to its normal speed and, in the midst of all the screaming, the ship smashed into the fields of Chang’e. 
 It took Ada a moment to realise they had all survived. She glanced over to Turou, his eyes pressed shut and his hands covering his head. He was fine. She turned around to look at Elsa and Baoji, in the proper seats, both of them breathing deeply. The bottom of the ship was the ground again. Panels were sparking in the cockpit, and the ship sounded dead, but they were all alive. She smiled. 
 Elsa turned around, looking at Ada and Turou. “Everyone all right?” 
 Ada nodded, rolling her shoulders as she stood. She reached up to wipe the sweat from her brow and staggered - it was not as easy to code like this when she wasn’t harvesting the energy from a bright daytime sun to power everything. Turou opened his eyes, gasped a little, and started gingerly hauling himself up. Baoji spun around on his chair and started hissing in laughter. 
 “Ada, you crazy, crazy woman!” He pointed at her. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever done! We came in completely cold!” 
 “We should be dead.” Elsa was grinning, but she was also looking up to the sky. “Hopefully the ships on our tails will think that’s what happened.” 
 Ada pointed at the ship, some of the bulkheads looking a little bent or cracked. “You know, we could blow this thing up when we leave. Make it look like we actually did die.” 
 Baoji nodded. “Way ahead of you. I’m going to rig the hydrogen cells. It’ll be a nice big boom, so we’d better pack and get the hell out of here. I figure at this point that’s the only way I’ll have a hope under heaven of filing any insurance claims - you can bet your ass there’s some clause that says there’s no payout if magic or crime were involved.” 
 Elsa raised her eyebrows at him disapprovingly, but said nothing. They rushed through the ship, gathering what belongings they had, and Ada reached out to the wraith and let it dissipate, disappearing into an ashy dust that trickled down the sides of the ship. 
 They stacked the rest of the pizzas in a large backpack, Baoji gathered up his personal belongings, and they left out the airlock. Ada landed on Chang’e with both feet, bouncing a little. She did actually feel lighter here than on Earth or Freyja. She hopped on the spot, going a little higher than usual, and grinned. 
 They were in a forest clearing, animal sounds rustling through the trees beyond, calls and cries and buzzes slowly picking up in volume. The animals had probably fallen silent at a starship thundering into their home. The trees themselves were absurdly tall, reaching as high as they could through weaker gravity, and their distant canopies seemed alive with wind and movement. 
 “One more thing while I finish rigging the fuel cells.” Baoji pointed. “Head to the back of the ship and  pull out the cargo. We’ll need it.” 
 Turou frowned. “Cargo? What cargo?” 
 “I’m on a job, you know. A  paying  job. It should help convince my contact to get us a skimmer to the campus. Don’t open the box.” 
 Elsa and Ada walked to the back of the ship, finding a broad door open between the ship’s engines. There was just one little box in there, the size of a person’s head, strapped to the floor. “What is it?” 
 Elsa shrugged. “No idea. Drugs, precious gems, genetic material, antiques, unlicensed equipment. You want to carry it?” 
 Ada extended her arms. “Sure. I’ll just take a peek inside.” 
 The soldier hesitated. “He just said -” 
 Ada cackled, amused by the shocked look on Elsa’s face. “I know, I know! I can hear.” 
 Elsa took a step closer. She looked concerned - not angry, but not particularly at ease either. “Look, much as this Baoji seems like a nice guy, be careful. Smuggling illegal stuff between planets is something people get into for bad reasons.” 
 Ada frowned. “You seem to get along fine with him.” 
 “Sure. I don’t want him thinking I’m going to throw him to the authorities.” 
 “Are you?” 
 She shook her head. “Are you crazy? Not only were they planning to kill me, but I co-piloted his ship down here in evasion of military patrols. But that doesn’t mean I trust  him  not to throw  us  to whatever criminals he’s got ties to on Chang’e.” 
 Ada sighed. This was annoying - for a moment she thought everything was going to be easy. Perhaps paranoia was just the natural state of the Union. “Just watch my back, and I’ll watch yours. Deal?” 
 Elsa gave a wry grin, and slapped her on the shoulder. “That’s still my assignment.” 
 They stepped back out from behind the ship to where Baoji and Turou were waiting. Baoji was shouldering the pack of pizza boxes on one side, holding some kind of little controller in the other. “Ready to let this thing rip? Tianzhou is that way.” 
 Elsa turned and looked at the Cirrus. She nodded, then motioned towards the woods and started walking. “What’s the blast radius going to be like?” 
 They all followed, Baoji looking at the ship longingly before stepping into the gnarly forest. His ears flattened a little. Ada could tell that, despite how objectively poor his ship was, it was a thing that mattered to him in some way. “Not sure, but we’ll have about a minute before the reactor blows; too long and it looks suspicious.” He pushed a button on the controller, then tucked it away in a pocket. “One minute, starting now.” 
 Elsa picked up the pace. “I’m assuming Tianzhou is all downhill from here?” 
 Turou nodded, pointing. “It’s along the valley river. Maybe just a few hours’ hike.” 
 Ada looked over to Baoji as he glanced backwards through the dark forest. “Are you going to miss your ship?” 
 He looked at her and shook his head. “Sure, but it’s been a long time coming. And that was a hell of a way to go.” His ears twitched a little, and after a moment Ada could hear a low whine start to grow in pitch. “You say you had a ship too, eh? What was she like?” 
 “It’s - she’s still out there. I just lost contact. I called her Cherry; she was something called a… deep strike fighter. Fit one person comfortably, two at a stretch. Fast as hell, pretty smart, black with some hot red lines. Six big fins at the back that moved around. Shields nothing could break through.” 
 Baoji nodded. “ Weapons ?” 
 “So many weapons.” 
 “Maybe you should rent one of those tachyon transmitters.” 
 Ada smiled. “Yeah, it’s worth a try.” 
 “A lot of ships have quality, but it’s the ones you’ve flown that have character.” 
 Behind them, a bright orange explosion lit up the dark, flinging waves of splinters and dirt and rocks through the trees, a ball of fire rising high into the night sky. 
  




Chapter 11

 The hike took almost six hours. Despite their leisurely pace, all but Ada had developed sore feet or tired legs or some other symptom by the time it started to rain. Sheets of grey drizzle curtained the sky, but cloud cover was localized, and at the mouth of the valley the sun was rising, casting light onto the rainclouds from below. The rain-battered towers of Tianzhou, too, still managed to glint in the dawn. 
 Elsa, Turou, and Baoji hauled thin, glossy orange cloaks from a pack to cover themselves, but Ada shook her head as Turou offered her one. Chang’e’s rain fell warm and gentle, her suit appeared waterproof, and besides - she hadn’t felt rain in a long time. It was strangely comforting to have a reminder of that rainy coast of Earth. 
 Turou didn’t seem to understand. “You’ll catch a cold.” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Don’t think the girl ever gets sick.” 
 Ada nodded, looking out towards the city. “From rain? That’s just depressing. Only thing I get sick of are people and places I don’t like.” 
 Turou pointed off into the distance. “I think you’ll like the campus. It’s quiet; once we’re settled, you’ll be able to do your research without anyone bothering you.” 
 She smirked at the oddly similar word.  Campus . “I hope so. How far is it?” 
 Baoji answered. “I’ll get you three a skimmer, shouldn’t be more than three hours’ flight.” 
 “And who, exactly, will be piloting this skimmer?” Elsa looked skeptical, and Ada bit her tongue. Another problem easily obviated if they just let machines do it. 
 As her eyes rolled, she spotted an unusually thick and yellow fungus growing on a tree, and her appetite for something cool and refreshing suddenly stirred. She split a few metres off from the others to wrench it off the trunk as Baoji kept talking. 
 “We’ll need to talk to my contact. But he has people - good people. As far as smugglers and dealers go.” 
 Elsa raised an eyebrow but otherwise maintained her face. “Fair enough. You know these people better than we do. I - Ada?” Her voice dropped. “Ada, what the fuck are you doing?” 
 Ada had just taken a bite out of the fungus; it was pleasantly cool and watery, with an odd, slightly prickly tang. “Um.” She forced the words out around the food. “Eating?” 
 “What - what, you just grab random mushrooms out of the woods and eat them?” 
 “Yes?” They were staring at her like she was crazy, so she returned the favour. 
 Turou frowned. “I don’t - uh - Baoji, is that poisonous?” 
 “Turou I’m a criminal, not a savage. I don’t shove random forest things into my mouth.” 
 She chewed up the last piece of fungus and swallowed it, not seeing what the issue was. “Then what happens when you’re away from a city?” 
 “You bring real food?” Baoji looked at her like she stank. “Food that won’t poison you.” 
 She frowned for a moment at  poison , then realized it sounded like a word she knew for things that killed crops or animals. Someone at the Institute once fed exotic koaffa beans to a dog, which was apparently enough to kill it. “Right, I keep forgetting you’re like animals.” 
 Elsa opened her mouth, but her retort came as a kind of whimper instead. “Whatever. If she dies she’ll probably just get right back up again.” 
 The others seemed to shrug and keep walking. Ada wondered, as she chewed, whether they actually did die from eating the wrong things. What if they were just superstitious about stealing from forest spirits? 
 “So… that was real?” 
 She looked at Turou, unsure of what he meant. “The mushroom?” 
 “No, uh, the feed.” 
 Elsa nodded curtly. “I was there. I saw it. Hell, you can see how damned weird she is. She’s from Earth all right. It’s not some cover-up.” 
 “Right.” He glanced nervously at Ada. “It didn’t look faked, but you never know.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. “Do people really think I’m not from Earth?” 
 “Just rumours.” Baoji glanced at her. “They started as soon as the feed finished. Military grew you in a vat and is using the Earth story to hide the fact they’re genetically engineering humans. An AI cult achieved singularity and created you to replace us. The whole feed was faked and is just an excuse to declare martial law and overthrow the civilian government.” 
 She wasn’t sure if the bewildering and confusing set of lies were good cover for her or an additional impediment to colonials believing what was really happening. For all that she wanted them to leave Earth alone, ignorance could cause even more problems down the line. “People are stupid. I figured that out a long time ago.” 
 Elsa broke her line of thought. “Speaking of people, we’re getting close to the outskirts.” The lush branches overhanging the trail were indeed growing a bit sparser. “Any chance you can cover your face? You’re probably one of the most recognizable people in the Union right now.” 
 Ada looked to the rain cloaks they were wearing, bright orange and glossy, and camouflaged her suit to match them with a quick thought. Another now-familiar word the suit could dance before her eyes was Helmet; the uppermost vertebrae rose up along the back of her head and expanded to form a glassy visor around her head. 
 The three looked up at her with apprehension, and Baoji spoke first. “Holy shit, you look like some kind of sci-fi character.” 
 “A what?” 
 Turou shook his head. “This is crazy, nobody walks around town with a pod-head like that. Can you do anything else?” 
 Ada frowned. “You think me walking around with my apparently-famous face is safer?” 
 “The helmet’s fine.” Elsa shrugged. “I’ve seen enough cocky pilots and skimmer jockeys running around with gear on for show. It’ll be safer than having her face visible. But, uh, lose the orange?” 
 Ada glanced at the root-churned mud around them and the suit melded to match, gaining glossy splatters and green-brown twists and curls across its material. 
 “Holy shit, that’s  way  too camouflaged.” 
 Ada stuck her tongue out at Elsa from behind the helmet. “Look, I don’t know what else you want from me -” 
 “That’s too hardcore. Can’t you do something... plain?” 
 She frowned. “I think I can only meld it to something nearby.” 
 “Keep an eye out for someone wearing the latest fashion.” Turou looked down the path, as though strangers might just present themselves. “It’s too bad it’s so functional-looking. It will be difficult to hide you properly.” 
 At this, Baoji flicked an ear and seemed to grin. “I would have told you that if you had warned me you wanted me to smuggle  her  off of Freyja. Maybe I could have found some freakishly large clothes.” 
 Turou frowned at him. “You would have said I was crazy.” 
 “And I would have been right.” Baoji patted her on the shoulder. “Worth it for that cold landing, though. Heavens.” 
 “I’m glad you think so.” She glanced at Turou. “You could have disappeared, though. Right?” 
 “Theoretically.” He frowned, seeming to consider something. “But not really. I had to do something, you know? The Union has done and still does terrible things with its power over people, but all I thought I could ever do is vote. Useless when there are so many people who  want  the government doing terrible things.” He rubbed the back of his neck, gesturing vaguely in front of him. “This, though. I knew I could do this.” He grimaced. “Even if it turns out to be a terrible idea.” 
 Baoji swatted at Turou’s shoulder. “I’m not this for your revolution.” 
 “You were the only person I knew who does this! What was I supposed to do?” 
 “Call me, I guess.” Baoji grunted as he turned to his device, but Ada couldn’t tell if he was actually upset or just feigning it. 
 “Baoji - is there anything I can help you with? To make up for the ship.” 
 He blinked at her. “Aren’t you poor and unemployed?” 
 She had no idea what those meant, but before she could ask he grinned, and grabbed something from inside his jacket. He tossed the small object at her, and she caught it. It was his pendant - a money coin, maybe? It was still on its string this time, a ragged thing long faded from its original red. “Huh?” 
 “Only thing I can think of for an Earth girl. Can you take me there?” 
 “Where? I -” She turned the money over and saw that embossed image of a strange building again. She couldn’t tell what it was, much less where on her entire home planet it might stand. 
 “My family lived in the city for generations before coming out here.” 
 Turou shook his head. “Tourist memorabilia from the early twenty-second century. It was never a real coin, Baoji, it’s a knockoff.” 
 “It’s a  thousand year-old  knockoff that’s been in the family forever. I’d like to see what happened to it.” 
 Elsa wasn’t paying much attention to them, but now she raised her hand, eyes still on the trail ahead. “My favourite kind of knockoff. Listen, I think I saw someone further down the trail, so let’s keep the conspicuous Earth chatter to a minimum.” 
 Ada tossed the thing back to Baoji, privately suspecting he wasn’t being serious, and kept her eyes on the path ahead. Before long somebody ran into view, a human woman wearing a puffy jacket and oddly thin pants, all brightly coloured. Ada tensed, but the others seemed completely unbothered, so she tried to remain calm as the person ran closer and closer - and then straight past them. 
 She glanced back, then up and down the trail. The stranger didn’t seem to be chasing anything, nor was anything chasing her. “What was she running from?” 
 Turou’s lip curled. “Heart disease, probably.” 
 Her eyes widened behind the one-way transparency of her helmet, and nobody explained. Could diseases actually chase people around? Good gods. These colonials were even worse off than she had thought. 
 She kept quiet as the city slowly came into view, and more and more strangers crossed their path. She saw people of both species leading pets along with them in the woods - dogs she recognized, but there was another animal she didn’t know, a slick-furred thing that looked like a giant ferret with a robust jaw, skittering aggressively between bushes and under logs. She wondered if that was the mirran rhask, but that was the kind of question no colonial would ever ask out loud, so she stayed quiet. 
 When the city streets were in sight, cutting off the forest so suddenly and deliberately,  the three colonials simultaneously reached for the various devices they kept around their bodies. Somehow, the silence was quieter now that they were reading, and after a moment she cleared her throat. 
 “What’s the plan?” 
 Elsa shook her head, looking to Ada and Turou. “Once we’re on the streets we should be clear. Nobody pays attention to stranger conversations on the sidewalk; it’s too busy.” 
 Ada hefted the pack with Baoji’s mystery cargo in it, trying not to look like the kind of person who invites attention or commentary. They crossed from edges of the forest, surprisingly busy with people undeterred by rain, and stepped into the city proper. 
 The towers of Tianzhou stood sharp against Chang’e’s vast planet hanging in the sky like a great gibbous moon. The city streets between the towers were bustling not with vehicles or bikes but with people on foot, large and loud in numbers, mirran and human alike with animals in tow here and there. 
 “We’re in the city. Where now?” 
 “Give Baoji a second. Look around.” Elsa spun her finger around in the air. “A few hours after we left Freyja, somebody  else  leaked that audio too, then more military plans about possible invasions of Earth. Stuff that just about proves what you said at Starcast.  There’s been rioting, protests, the whole mess. The military is trying to crack down before it escalates. ” 
 What had Sanako said - the recordings hadn’t been sent by anyone? The machines had sent it themselves? 
 Baoji nodded gruffly at the streets. “Full curfew on non-emergency vehicles.” 
 Ada glanced around, understanding then that the absence of cars wasn’t normal for Tianzhou. She stumbled along with them through the increasingly dense crowds, turning in surprise when Turou tapped her on the bicep. “Humon claimed responsibility for that attack.” Turou held up his device. She snatched it from him, focusing on the tiny flat screen to escape the crowds. 

As if it were not enough to poison our food and medical systems, military leadership has long been investigating the growth of genetically modified human slaves and soldiers in secret facilities. Now this stranger Ada Liu, purportedly from Earth, may well end up giving them the keys they need to bring about their eugenic future.


Ironically, she has also provided the public with perfect proof of something we have been saying for decades: genetic modification is an unnatural practice that can only lead to catastrophe. Her monstrousness is an unavoidable consequence of our incessant hubris and our misguided belief that we can make ourselves better. We mourn the loss of the brave souls who tried to stop her, and we mourn what will befall our communities if she is not stopped, her corpse burned to ash before fascist “science” gets its hands on it.

 She heavily slapped the device back into Turou’s hands, trying to steady her voice and failing. “Where are these people?” 
 Elsa still glared at her. “Keep it down.” 
 “Nobody knows who they are.” Turou shook his head. “The military would hunt them down.” 
 “These people - this  kind  of people -  they  made the technophage.” She tightened her fist. “I saw them, Turou. I saw their memories. I killed one of them myself. I need to figure out where these fucking people come from so I can stop it from happening again on Earth.” She split open a grin behind her visor. “And kill them all.” 
 Elsa glanced warily at her, but Turou was frowning. “People? I thought the technophage was a Haint weapon.” 
 Ada stared at them for a moment before realizing they didn’t yet understand the whole story. “Humans on Earth put it together, tested it, released it. They had help from something in the colonies called Shade. What is that?” 
 Elsa shook her head. “Ada, you’ve seen us - nobody here has that kind of biomedical tech even today. Back then half of us were living under domes.” 
 Baoji suddenly stopped leading them through the streets, though, and turned with a pensive look. “You said Shade? Like a shadow? Umbra Ex Machina means shadow from the machine.” 
 Turou and Elsa exchanged wide-eyed, upset glances Ada wished she had the context for. 
 “Ada, how do you know all this?” 
 Ada bit her lip and smirked. “I, er, ate the memories of one of the people who built it. What’s Umbra Ex Machina?” 
 Baoji widened his eyes and turned back to the crowd with an uncomfortable glance; she noticed the three of them huddled slightly closer together now as Turou tried to explain. “A Haint artificial intelligence virus infected robots in the early colonial days, before the Union banned intelligent machines. It killed millions.” 
 “A virus?” 
 Elsa made a humming sound. “Imagine the technophage, but instead of living in our bodies it lived in our machines. It wasn’t just robots. It sabotaged medical databases, crippled electrical grids, crashed public transports. It spread misinformation designed to make people stop trusting anything they didn’t already think was true. It could easily have transmitted something to Earth.” 
 Ada reached back and stroked the vertebrae that made up the core of her suit. An artificially intelligent weapon that could turn technology against its creators? Venshi had no memories of such things on Earth, at least not that Ada had gathered. But… Earth’s gods were not the most helpful machines in existence. Could the gods have been infected by this virus? It might explain their millenia of stagnant failure. 
 “Can I study this Umbra thing? At this academy?” 
 Turou nodded. “There’s been more research and speculation on Umbra Ex than you could read in a lifetime, honestly. There’s almost no direct proof it existed - mostly just consistent patterns of failure and disaster for a long time. Then it disappeared after we put limits on artificial intelligence.” 
 Ada kept pace . “I can read faster than you think. So this APHEC place -” 
 Baoji interrupted her as a roiling sound of chanting and shouting reached their ears. “If the protests haven’t driven my contacts underground.” 

Protest . She still wasn’t sure exactly what kind of complaining that was. “What are the protests?” 
 Turou sighed. “We live under martial law. The military has a lot more power than you might expect from a democracy.” 
 “If the military has all the weapons and ships, of course they’ll have more power.” 
 Elsa shook her head. “He means political power. But there  are  rules to keep it in check. The Union Charter specifically prevents military activity outside Union systems; normally this helps avoid secret space stations out in the middle of nowhere, but it also means no military missions to Earth.” 
 “Which is a rule they obviously violated.” Turou shot Elsa a glance. “They’re trying to pretend it didn’t count, but if they’re trying to go back  again , well. If they break such foundational rules, they could break  any  rule.” 
 Elsa rolled her eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. They wanted to kill me.” 
 Just attempting to figure out what was going on - which, as far as she could tell, was all about posturing and complaining - almost made Ada’s head hurt. She groaned. “Too much complicated shit. What does this mean for us? Should I even care?” 
 She bumped right into Baoji , who had come to a stop after turning a corner. Chanting rolled up the street from a crowd of thousands, marching and waving signs outside a large, dark grey building. Turou and Elsa stopped cold. Taller than most, Ada could see a line of soldiers in black uniforms surrounding the protesters. Guns drawn but not aimed, eyes fixed on the crowd. 
 “What the hell is going on?” None of the protesters seemed armed. “The military has guns - why aren’t people running?” 
 “They’re betting the soldiers won’t shoot.” Elsa was frowning. “But those are non-lethal weapons, so they  will  shoot if they feel threatened. This could go bad quick.” 
 Suddenly the police were raising their weapons and shouting; Ada couldn’t see what provoked them. 
 “A sign from the heavens that we should take another street.” Baoji pointed left. “The meeting is two blocks down.” 
 They crossed the street, moving to the next block, following Baoji in silence. Tianzhou was not as polished as Daneer, but it also showed signs of chaos that Ada had not expected to find in the colonies. Brightly coloured paint splashed across walls and doors here and there, slogans and admonitions that Ada didn’t fully understand. Signs hung from buildings. Banners flew or dangled awkwardly from windows, others fixed more permanently to masts. It was almost homely. 
 As they moved, they were passed by more and more strangers wearing odd makeup, patchily dyed hair, and strange visors with hatched textures and no purpose Ada could discern. Then they were in front of a creaky iron door set into an old, red-brick building. Baoji knocked on it as Ada’s eyes darted up and down the road, looking for trouble. 
 Trouble didn’t come, and a slot in the door opened. Baoji exchanged a few barks with an unfamiliar voice on the other side, in a language Ada didn’t understand, and soon the panel slid shut and the door swung open. On the other side stood a few humans with tan-gold faces and jet-black hair, staring at Ada in particular. They asked something of Turou, he responded in the same tongue, and then the humans started moving down the hall. 
 “Everything looks good.” Baoji pointed at Ada. “Get that box out - we’ll just hand it over and that will be that. There’s already a skimmer ready for you.” 
 Ada cocked her head. “Should I take the helmet off?” 
 Baoji nodded, and shot Turou a look. “He would kill me if I tried to slip this past him. Let’s be straightforward.” 
 “How do we know there isn’t a bounty on her head worth more than whatever’s in that box?” Elsa moved noticeably towards Ada in the corridor, and it struck Ada that she looked tense. 
 He grinned with all his teeth. “The sense I got from contacts is that she’s radioactive. Too dangerous to try bagging. Nobody wants to risk it.” 
 A few words went over her head, but Ada grinned at the sentiment that came through. “So smugglers are the smart ones.” 
 They strode into a large room, oddly lit, with several screens and associated machinery settled on tall desks. The humans and mirrans standing at the desks were nondescript, but Ada quickly noticed they were all armed with small guns strapped to their hips, and several glanced intently at the newcomers before returning their gaze to the screens. She couldn’t tell what they were doing - colourful shapes that vaguely looked like people or creatures moved about on their screens. Were they watching video from somewhere? 
 An older man - or maybe he was middle-aged, by colonial standards - kept his gaze on them, though, and smiled. He did something to the device on his ear and stepped away from his screen, and the moment he did so five other people also shifted, suddenly looking away from their screens and carefully watching him as he approached Baoji. 
 Then he glanced at Ada, froze, and then slowly turned on his heel to let out a deep, creaky laugh. Freakishly, most of the room immediately grinned and laughed along with him, in a way that struck Ada as deeply insincere. 
 “Ada Liu?” The man turned to her, then to Baoji. “Baoji, my son, you brought me Ada Liu? I’m not sure if you’re trying to kill me or make me rich.” 
 Baoji’s ears flicked. “I’m actually transporting her somewhere else, sir.” He shot Ada a look. “Ada, this is Master Ngoc. Give him the box.” 
 She hesitated slightly, but this Ngoc continued smiling, leaning against a tall table in the middle of the room. She hefted the box, then, and brought it over, though for the moment Ngoc seemed more interested in her than the box. “You really  are  tall, Miss Liu.” 
 “My name is Ada, not Miss.” She left the box on the table and stepped back, glancing at the guards who were clearly only pretending to pay attention to their screens. 
 “Do my people make you nervous? Or are you trying to decide whose parts to use if we shoot you?” 
 She laughed at that, making sure to show some teeth as she did. “If anybody here shoots, I’ll start with yours.” 
 The room went deathly quiet as all the guards in the room stared at her, trading uncertain glances. Ngoc raised an eyebrow for a moment, then laughed with her. “Brave. Reckless. What should I expect from a savage, I suppose?” 
 Savage? 
 She had come out here to the Union fully prepared to be called a savage, but at every turn the Union proved it was just a muddled, bickering cesspool of backwards idiots. She was no savage here - she was heir to something far greater than anyone in the Union could hope to aspire to. The nerve of him calling her a savage - 
 Ada opened her mouth to cut him off, but Elsa grabbed her wrist and shook her head. She wasn’t wrong, and neither was Ngoc - Ada was reckless, and it got her into trouble. The kind of trouble she might not get into if she were a bit more forgiving; a bit more like Isavel. She bit her tongue and kept quiet. 
 Ngoc shook his head and glanced at Turou. “In over your head, aren’t you, Mister Chiu? Good people, though, at Guwenhua. You do good work.” Then he glanced at Elsa. “How are you enjoying your promotion, Lieutenant Carrera?” 
 Ada glanced at them, wondering if they knew this man - but from their expressions that seemed impossible. Turou was openly boggling, and Elsa was tight-lipped, shooting Ada a glance that could mean any number of things. 
 Ngoc shrugged, then turned his eyes to the box. “Well, this is my payment, isn’t it Baoji?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 Ngoc pried open the box and reached inside - but whatever it was, he didn’t bring it into sight, apparently content to put it back down after briefly touching and examining it. “Oh, Baoji. Always such a good man. This model number is easily worth two thousand more than you promised.” 
 Baoji did look pleased with himself. “A token of friendship, sir.” 
 “Yes, to friendship.” He closed the box and gestured to one of his people, who came and quickly squirreled the box away. Then he beckoned someone else over. A dark-clad, pale-skinned and pale-haired human stepped away from his screen, clasping his hands together and bowing at the shoulder. 
 “Jura, please fly these fine young folks to Guwenhua. A thousand credits for you if they contact me unharmed afterwards on the right channel.” 
 The man nodded curtly and stepped towards a door at the back of the room, clasping his hands in front of himself patiently. Ngoc turned back to Baoji and the two stepped forward to shake hands, after which Baoji bowed at the shoulder. “Please don’t let me keep you here any longer. Always a pleasure doing business.” There was something in Ngoc’s tone that Ada didn’t like, but Baoji agreed amicably. 
 “Many thanks, sir.” 
 Elsa and Turou started gingerly walking through the room and the staring guards, but Ngoc briefly gestured to Ada as they passed. “And you, Ada Liu.” He nodded towards Elsa. “Don’t be too merciful on those wearing the badge your lady friend used to wear. Kick a few teeth in if they try to stop you. You’ll be doing many honest businessmen across the twelve a favour.” 
 Ada saw Elsa gripping her hands tightly behind her back, but she didn’t respond. Ada simply nodded. “I’ve  punched  teeth in, Ngoc. I’d hate to think what might happen if I kicked one of you in the face.” 
 Ngoc laughed and waved them away, turning his back to them and returning to his screen as his guards continued watching them. She reached the door, and was about to leave when Baoji spoke up. 
 “This is where we part ways.” He glanced at Turou. “I doubt APHEC is going to like this, but that’s your part to play. I’ll be in touch soon.” 
 Turou made a brave face, and the two shook hands awkwardly; then Baoji returned to the room, and Elsa yanked Ada down the hall. 
 Ngoc’s man Jura took the lead, and they followed him out to the roof. It looked beat-up and dirty on the outside, but on the inside the skimmer was remarkably clean, textured, and comfortable. The pilot said nothing at all, and they were soon in the air again. Elsa looked supremely uncomfortable, constantly fiddling with the weapons she kept concealed in her pants and jacket as though they were under threat. Ada reached out to grab her fidgeting wrist, made eye contact, and with her other hand briefly flickered some black code. 
 Elsa got the picture, let out a long breath, and seemed to relax a bit. Turou moved a device into Ada’s field of vision, and the flat screen seemed to display something like a map, with a straight line traced from a beige blotch near a river marked Tianzhou and a small red dot marked Guwenhua. Apparently they weren’t going to speak  in the presence of someone they didn’t trust. Fair enough. 
 The skimmer swirled around the map, represented by a little blue arrow, and after a few minutes it lined right up with the line across the map, cruising towards the monastery at a steadily increasing speed. It was a long, quiet flight. 
 With spare time and no immediate danger, Ada found herself playing through the apparent connections she had found so far.  Umbra Ex Machina was a Haint virus that devastated intelligent machines across the Union, so it could be related to the odd sluggishness and stagnance of Earth’s own relics and machines and gods. It could also be related to the Shade entity that helped Venshi’s ilk forge the technophage. And even if it wasn’t, there was clearly a history and tradition of people in the Union who espoused the same views as Venshi, the same desire to force humans live as much like wild animals as possible, the same desire to unmake everything that had been made. 
 She had the nagging sense she was forgetting relevant she had learned on Earth, but nothing in Venshi’s memories told her anything more beyond that laboratory’s name. So she had learned a little bit, at least - she could approach the problem of why the ancients destroyed themselves with a little more understanding and context, and she had options for learning even more about it. 
 But the other half her mission was a failure so far. The Union was not a bastion of culture and imagination and science; she would learn no ancient powers from them. They were a bickering, squabbling throng of humans and mirrans living in fear of each other and of an enemy hundreds of years silent. They would not be able to help her rebuild. 
 At best she could learn from their failures, but that had its limits; she might just have to go back. Once she had done her best to make sure Elsa, Turou, and Baoji were no longer hunted for her own actions, of course. If she could get them safe, somehow, she could go back. 
 Back to Isavel, if she could find her. 
 She rested her hand on the locator stone, rolling it around between her fingers. What would happen if she did? She had left despite Isavel telling her she didn’t need to. And to her credit, Isavel may have been right. It wasn’t clear she would really find solutions out here. 
 So what would Isavel say if Ada showed up outside her tent again? And why was she still thinking about this, here, light-years away? 
 Ada had always been good at forgetting people who were gone, but Isavel seemed determined not to be forgotten. She had followed Ada out here, haunting the dark corners of her mind. If Ada went back to her… Either her hold over Ada would be broken, or it would grow into something real and tangible. 
 It shouldn’t be if, then. It should be when. 
 Occasionally, light rain pattered against the window, smeared horizontally as the skimmer flew. It was a few hours before they finally slowed to circle something, and the indicator on Turou’s map showed them at their destination. To Ada’s surprise, it was still dawn, the sun hanging low on the horizon. 
 That seemed like a safe question to voice. “Does the sun ever rise properly?” 
 Turou nodded. “Days are very long on Chang’e. There are basically four days - we call them wakes. Morning, noon, evening, and midnight; we sleep between all those. It won’t be lighter out until we start to get tired and want to sleep, and then we’ll wake up and it’ll be bright out.” 
 “I fucking hate that, by the way.” Elsa was still on edge, her left knee bouncing up and down. “Second time on Chang’e, and I did not enjoy it last time.” 
 Ada raised an eyebrow at her. “Do you like any world that isn’t Tlaloc?” 
 Elsa smirked and said nothing. 
 The skimmer began to descend, and Ada looked down to see this Guwenhua sprawled out below them. Long and fairly narrow buildings poked through patches of forest, separated by stone courtyards and dense gardens. Red, tiled roofs curved upwards and outwards from the corners of most buildings, which were rarely more than two or three floors tall. It seemed more like a small city than a single temple or the Institute, and might well house as many people as Glass Peaks. 
 “This is your home?” She looked to Turou, and he nodded, his chest puffing out with a bit of pride as the skimmer settled onto the ground. 
 “Yes, this is it. Museum, cultural center, school, monastery, and more. Guwenhua is the heart of our efforts to preserve one of Earth’s most ancient and enduring cultures.” 
 Ada stepped out of the skimmer, the other two following. Two humans in loose buttoned shirts were cautiously crossing the grass-speckled stone courtyard to meet them, wielding spindly dome-shaped things to ward off the light rain. Even as Turou walked towards them with open arms, the skimmer rose up into the air again and zipped away, leaving them with no means of escape. 
 Escape. Why was that the first thing on Ada’s mind? 
 As she looked around she realized that at eye level, it actually did remind her in some strange way of the Institute. It had to be the architecture - the courtyards and flat buildings and cultivated trees, the isolated feeling, the loose clothing. She couldn’t help but feel a twinge of nervousness at being reminded, so far away, of the last place she wanted to be. 
 Then, with a deflated grin, she realized being at the Institute would at least put her a lot closer to Isavel. 
  
  
  




Chapter 12

 After a brief, linguistically incomprehensible conversation with these greeters, Turou led Ada and Elsa away into Guwenhua. The familiarity was unnerving. The walls and buildings were free of the banners and writing and ornamentation that cluttered other colonial cities. Much of Guwenhua was simple stone, wood, and clay, interspersed with blocks of bright paint or lacquer. It was  quiet . Ada wasn’t sure if these echoes of the Institute felt comfortable or oppressive, but it was definitely strange. 
 Turou brought them to a long, stone building; both floors featured a long gallery open to the elements facing the courtyard, and as he led them up onto the second floor gallery she realized the series of doors here must be individual rooms. He led them to one in particular, leading into a small room with a simple bed, a few wall shelves packed with books, and a small technological device built into one side. The room looked like it should have been a complete rectangle, but one of the back corners was walled off, likely concealing a bathroom. It was perhaps the most uncluttered place Ada had seen in a long time. “Is this yours?” 
 Turou grimaced, fidgeting with his very short hair. “Yes. I asked about getting you beds, but… They just want to pretend you’re not here. Any unusual activity might be noticed.” 
 Elsa grumbled. “Ada  being  here is unusual.” 
 “I know. Frankly, I don’t think they like this at all. You’ll have to rough it for now, and I might need to leave to allay any suspicions. The only good news is that nobody reported me missing - apparently they thought I spooked after the stream and biked into the woods on Freyja.” He yawned. “I’m not  that  skittish, am I? ” 
 The lone window’s thin wooden lattice allowed something approaching daylight to filter through, but Elsa and Turou both had bags under their eyes. Ada realised they had been awake for almost an entire Earth day now, capping it off with hiking. She didn’t need rest right away, but it never hurt to catch some extra sleep. “You two want to rest?” 
 Elsa glanced to the bed. “Three people won’t get any actual rest in that.” 
 She was right, but somebody soon arrived and handed Turou a set of blankets, pointedly avoiding eye contact with anyone. Turou offered his bed to Elsa and, after trading polite refusals and insistences, lay down on the floor; they were both asleep in minutes. Ada lay down on a blanket folded over the stone, staring up at the bare ceiling, listening to the world outside. Wind rustled through leaves, occasional patters of rain came and went, voices swept past outside. After some quiet time, she realized that for the first time since arriving in the Union, she had space to breath. 
 How long would that last? 
 Focusing on the relative calm around her put her to sleep soon enough; but sleep within a day of the last sleep was never as long or as deep, and Chang’e’s slowly brightening sky just made it worse. The moon’s day was so  stupidly  long it was difficult to tell how long she had slept, but it  was  noticeably brighter, and the rain had ceased entirely. 
 She stood up, watching her companions sleep for a moment. They didn’t react, so she stepped onto the open gallery. Opposite the room was a stone wall about as high as her midriff, and the tiled roof jutted a bit further out to offer more shade. She leaned on the wall and looked into the forested little garden below, a patch of carefully cultivated chaos between oddly jagged vertical rocks. Alone, unthreatened, and unsupervised, Ada’s instinct was to explore. Peering down from the gallery, she suddenly grinned and glanced to her sides. She was alone. She swung one leg over the stone wall, then another, hung down from the second-floor balcony, and dropped, testing the weaker gravity. 
 She landed comfortably and smiled at the ease of it, but a hushed exclamation caught her attention. She turned to see who was there, still smiling, and found a black-haired, pale-skinned woman sitting on a bench, wearing flower-embroidered green robes and holding some kind of paintbrush in her hand. Her eyes met Ada’s and glinted with recognition and fear, and that made Ada’s mood falter. What did this woman know of her? Only what everyone had seen in the recordings. It wasn’t an unreasonable fear. 
 She tried to keep smiling, and walked over to the stone bench to sit down next to her. “Hi.” 
 The colonial offered a nervous smile. “Hello. You’re… Ada Liu? It’s you?” 
 Hearing her own name without prompting from an alien was a bit of a surprise. It shouldn’t be, of course, but it still was. “Yeah. Who are you?” She peered at the brush. “What are you doing?” 
 The human’s eyes widened, and she looked down at the brush and paper she was holding over a polished wooden tablet. “Oh, um, I’m Jae Sung. This is… calligraphy.” 
 The symbols she was painting onto the paper were small, complex, yet strangely elegant. It reminded her of the other human language found on the Union’s coins, though these symbols curved and flowed in ways those did not. “I like it.” 
 “Oh. Thank you?” Jae fidgeted, still glancing furtively at Ada, and rested the brush on the wooden tablet. “Um. Why did you jump from the gallery? There are stairs back there.” 
 Ada leaned back against the wall. “I wanted to see what it was like to fall on Chang’e.” 
 Jae frowned but nodded. “Why… how did you get  here?  From Freyja? ” 
 Turou had said people here didn’t know; she should probably keep it that way. “I don’t want anybody to get in trouble.” 
 Jae nodded again, looking into the garden for a moment before glancing nervously back at Ada. “You… That was real? At Starcast? It wasn’t faked?” 
 “Definitely real.” Ada tried to smile. “But I don’t hurt anybody unless they hurt me. Or my friends.” 
 Jae nodded. “Of course. Friends and family are important.” 
 “Just friends. Family died a long time ago.” 
 “Oh, um. I’m sorry.” 
 Ada could tell she was making the stranger uncomfortable, and her first inclination would always be to leave. But what if it ended up being better, in the long run, to try befriending her? It might be that making a positive impression would save her trouble down the line. 
 Then again, when had Ada Liu ever made a positive first impression? She pursed her lips and made to stand when Jae suddenly threw her a question. “What do you eat? On Earth.” 
 Ada fumbled. “What? Food? I mean…  I don’t know if you have the same words.” 
 Jae bit her lip. “I’m sure some are.” 
 She shrugged, unsure of the sudden interest in food. “Animals; chicken, boar, fish, mammoth if you go far enough. Drinks like tea and koaffa and lemon. Fruits - apples, pears, berries.” She smiled, suddenly remembering the familiar sensation of biting into a cherry, popping the pit out with her tongue, spitting it out and chewing the flesh apart. “I love cherries.” 
 “Cherries? We have cherry trees here.” Jae grinned and pointed off to the side, glancing nervously. “I like them too. I have to go through them all to get rid of the pits first, so that I can eat a bunch of them at once.” 
 Ada laughed. “Really? You don’t do them one at a time?” 
 “That would be so annoying.” Jae smiled and looked like she was blushing, turning her face away even as she made a shoveling gesture. “I’m impatient. I… kind of just want to shove them in my mouth.” 
 They laughed together, for a moment, and fell quiet again. She looked to Jae’s calligraphy tools, then leaned over. “What is it?” 
 Jae looked at her a bit incredulously. “Oh, it’s writing. And art.” 
 Ada frowned. Writing  and  art? It was certainly pretty - was pretty writing an art? “What does it say?” 
 “Uh.” Jae pointed at the individual symbols, and spoke a short sound in an unfamiliar language for each symbol. “It’s just a saying about, um, water. And doing what you can without worrying about the things you can’t.” 
 Like poetry, then, but written  - and written in quite a captivating way. Ada nodded and kept peering at it, marveling at the sweeping lines that swooped and curved and intersected back onto themselves. 
 Words could be art? Now there was an interesting idea. Another diamond in the rough of the Union, perhaps. She reached out her hand. “Can I try something?” 
 Jae frowned but gave her the brush, pulling away her own artwork to reveal blank paper underneath. Ada awkwardly held the brush - she was no painter - and tried her best to trace out in ink the shape of a light sigil. It was a complex of interlaid circles and intersections and jutting arms, very unlike Jae’s calligraphy, but as she traced it she wondered if maybe code could be art too. 
 Jae looked at it. “Is that how you write on Earth?” 
 “No, it’s…” She inspected the wooden board, handed the paper to the calligraphist, and started tracing the light sigil with actual code - from her fingers, not her dark spindles, in the more paint-like code all coders learned in their youth. Jae gasped quietly, and again more loudly when the final connection made the sigil glow with a gentle light. “Magic, sort of.” 
 Jae grabbed the board and looked closely at it, gingerly touching the code to no effect. “It… It’s beautiful.” 
 “It is.” She smiled and leaned back for a moment, then patted Jae on the leg and stood up. “Where are those cherry trees?” 
 The calligrapher paused for a moment, still distracted by the code, then pointed left. “That way - two gates down from here.” 
 Ada thanked her and stood up, walking through the garden, looking at trees cozily resting between jagged rocks. They had strange leaves unlike any Ada had ever seen, fan-shaped and slightly lobed along the edges. Small bushy shrubs clustered around the rock formations as well, carefully trimmed and tended to. It was a peaceful place, and the courtyard layout reminded her of the Institute’s best places, the ones furthest from the classrooms. 
 Writing, and code, could be something beautiful as well as useful. Of course, she had always thought there was a certain beauty to code, but it was a functional kind of beauty. Coding for the sake of its beauty was not something that had ever occurred to her, nor writing for the sake of calligraphy. It was… rather fascinating. 
 How fascinating, too, it was to suddenly not be fighting for one’s life. 
 She drifted curiously through the gardens for a little longer, but the promise of cherry trees soon drew her off where Jae had pointed. She passed through one gate, a circular stone arch protruding slightly from the stone wall, and quickly crossed the next courtyard to a second gate. Stepping through that, she didn’t see any cherry trees at all - plenty of trees of various sorts, but not what she was looking for. She frowned and turned around, checking to see if there was another gate she had missed somewhere in the courtyard, but found none; the courtyards were arranged in a straight line, with almost identical housing buildings on either side. 
 After pacing further through a third and apparently final gate, she returned where she to ask Jae for some help finding the things, but the calligrapher seemed to have disappeared. Perhaps to replace the board Ada had turned into a magical lantern, ot perhaps to get away from the murderous space alien. Well, she couldn’t really blame the woman, could she? 
 She found herself oddly alone and aimless, standing in this alien garden with no immediate threat but also no clear direction yet. She needed Turou to show her where to access Union archives, but her colonial companions needed the rest. Reaching out to Zhilik or anyone else offword would be trouble, and she didn’t even know how. 
 So she sat down in the garden and used the quiet to mentally run through sigils again; an exercise she had been forced into at the Institute, but code meditation had its merits when she was choosing it herself. This time, as she saw the complexities of the wraith sigil etched out across the dark of her closed eyes, she noticed a few patches of patterns here and there that were particularly lovely in the way they flowed or their surprising symmetries. 
 When she had finished running through some of the more complex sigils, she slipped back into Turou’s room. She was surprised to find him and Elsa awake and sitting next to each other on the bed, leaning against the wall. They were equally surprised to see her, as evidenced by how quickly they scuttled apart. She frowned and tilted her head. “Did you get enough sleep? We need to get busy.” 
 Elsa eyed her. “Busy? We’re trying to hide.” 
 “ You  are, Elsa. I need access to the archives. Or a tachyon comm, or whatever they’re called.” She blinked. “Actually, first - Turou, somebody told me there was a cherry grove here, but I couldn’t find it.” 
 He blinked in surprise. “Sure, it’s not far. I can take you down there. Just, er, let me get changed.” 
 Turou stepped up and made for the bathroom, grabbing some new clothes along the way, and locked himself inside. She raised her eyebrows at Elsa, but this line of questioning had never proved fruitful in the past. 
 Elsa sighed, shaking her head and tapping at the eyepiece that seemed to be her communications device of choice. Her eyes started flickering rapidly. “Nothing in the news about us, at least. Lots of rioting.” She frowned. “Apparently the Lower and Upper Houses are discussing emergency laws about -” 
 Ada held up her hand. “Elsa, you  people  start talking about government and I stop listening. Are we safe?” 
 Elsa’s eyes flicked to Ada, then back. “Lots of bickering, no concrete plans being announced, but the real plans would be made in secret anyway. We can only hope they’re too busy with riots and the constitutional crisis to spend much time hunting us.” 
 She sat down on the bed. “Any word from Baoji?” 
 Elsa shook her head, but Turou emerged freshly dressed and having apparently heard the question. “Not after I told him and Ngoc we arrived safe last night. He said he’d be in later this noon with a new ship.” 
 Ada sat up straight. “Later this noon? Everything is weird here. Even the trees.” She pointed towards the garden. “Little fan-shaped leaves. Looked alien to me; I thought you said this place was supposed to be about Earth?” 
 Turou grinned as he stumbled out of the bathroom. “Oh, ginkgos! They’re very rare. Almost went extinct on Earth thousands of years ago, but monks cultivated them and kept them alive, then someone brought them here to Chang’e. It’s the only place beyond Earth you can find them.” His smile faltered a little. “Assuming they are still on Earth.” 
 He looked a little stricken by something, so Ada decided to play it safe. “Well, I haven’t visited the whole planet.” 
 He hummed something uncertain, and then stood up. “You wanted to see the cherry grove?” 
 She grinned and stood. “Yes please!” 
 Turou led her onto the balcony, Elsa sticking close behind but still paying more attention to her eyepiece. He pointed to the garden as they turned left. “We try to preserve garden and landscape traditions here; most of these plants are native to Earth, not the colonies or Mir. We’re lucky these ones survive well enough in the long days and nights, but even so, you see those long flat panels up -” 
 “Honestly, I just want to see the cherry trees.” 
 He chuckled and led them down the stairs, through the circular arch in the stone wall. The sun poured down on them, warmer than Ada was used to, though cooler than the worst wasteland summers she barely remembered from her childhood. 
 “Is it summer?” 
 “It is - but it’s also noon.” He gestured around the courtyard. “Usually these are for gatherings or sports or dance, but noons get so warm most people stay inside.” 
 Elsa looked up at the sun. “Tlaloc is hotter.” 
 “You’re from Tlaloc?” Turou asked, and when she nodded he smiled at her. “Me too, originally. I moved here for school as a kid. Born in Yucata.” 
 She grinned. “I’m from Lim. I guess I’m supposed to hate you.” 
 Ada nudged her. “You seemed perfectly comfortable when I walked in on you earlier.” 
 Elsa chuckled while Turou shook his head comically, but his expression normalized when they stepped through the second gate, the same one Ada had gone through earlier. Turou came to a stop, and she looked around, trying to figure out what he was waiting for. It was the same nondescript trees as last time. 
 The colonials had stopped; they were looking at her. She frowned at them. “What? Why did we stop?” 
 Turou frowned. “I thought you wanted to see the cherry grove.” She looked around, puzzled, and after a moment Turou tilted his head. “It’s summer, remember? They’re not blooming. Was it spring on Earth?” 
 Ada blinked. These were not… no. She took a step closer to the trees. 
 She knew the bark - little horizontal lines across a papery trunk. She knew the leaves, at least in shape. But the leaves were plain green rather than the purples or reds they should be, and there were no blossoms at all. They were utterly unremarkable, mundane, just like any other tree.  
 She turned to look at Elsa and Turou. “What’s  wrong  with them?” 
 Elsa eyed Turou, and he stepped closer to look at them. “I’m no horticulturalist, but they seem fine to me.” 
 She gestured at their barren canopies. “Where are the blossoms? Why are the leaves… Green?” 
 “They -” Turou seemed put off by her agitation. “They’re not in season.” 
 She turned to face him. For some deeply irrational reason, her heart was climbing in her chest. This was  wrong . “What do you mean,  they’re not in season?  They’re not fucking tomatoes. Cherry trees always bloom.” 
 Turou glanced at Elsa. “Maybe we’re using the same word for different trees. These c herry  trees only bloom for a few weeks in spring. The blossoms symbolise the fragile beauty of life. Like the blossoms, we are all beautiful for only a short time before passing on.” 
 She hit him. 
 She was barely aware of doing it until she had already lunged out and shoved against his shoulders. He flew to the ground with a thud and winced, landing against thick roots. She should have known that would happen. Now she was shouting. “No! No! That’s not what they’re for!” 
 Elsa stepped in front of her, eyes wide with panic. “Ada, calm down! Wait! What’s -” 
 She blurted it first in her own language, her mother’s words, but they just stared at her because of course they would. They didn’t understand. She tried again. “The gods are life, death, and transcendence. They found the cherry blossoms so beautiful they gave it all their gifts. It’s always being born, always giving birth, always dying. It’s - they’re  always  blooming.  Always.  Because the gods - the ancients - they gave them eternal grace!” 
 They were staring at her, wide eyed, Turou gingerly pulling himself back up. They didn’t get it. Here she was shouting her own stupid religion and her own stupid gods at them and of course they didn’t get it. 
 “They’re not a symbol of  frailty!  They’re a symbol of  hope!  Hope that this - ” She gestured to her body, the ground, the sky. “This is not all that we are! We’re more,  so much  more, and those blossoms - unlike any other flower - they’re supposed to remind us of all we can become!” 
 Turou was rubbing his shoulders, still wincing. “What are you talking about?” 
 “I grew up with them! I went there almost every day, sitting there, watching the petals fall for years, and it always gave me hope! They were proof that there was enough knowledge out there to make a better world, a beautiful world. A way for me to become something more than I was!” 
 Her eyes were watering. Seriously? Now? She wasn’t upset, she was angry. This was an outrage. She kicked one of the trunks, to no effect. 
 “These - these  things  - they’re dead. There’s nothing special about them. You let them die like every other flower, and why wouldn’t you? This entire Union is a pile of garbage!” She was yelling. “You’ve been out here for a thousand fucking years and you’re still living between rocks and bolted metal plates! Of course you think everything is frail -  you’re  frail! ” 
 Elsa pursed her lips and stepped towards her, reaching for her shoulders. “Ada! Hey! Calm the fuck down!” 
 Ada slowed time. She could easily shove Elsa off and - 
 No. 
 Wait. 
 No, this wasn’t right. 
 She let time slide back to its normal speed again. “Get off me, I -” 
 “Hey!” 
 She stared Elsa in the eyes. “What?” 
 Elsa glanced over at the trees. “Fucking watch yourself. You could have killed Turou shoving him like that.” 
 Turou briefly looked like pride compelled him to contest the point, but the reality of the situation seemed to win out. 
 “I’m not -” 
 “Hey! Hey, you listen to me. I don’t know why you’re so riled up by a bunch of fucking trees, but you need to calm down. Whatever’s pissing you off isn’t  our  fault. What are you trying to accomplish by yelling at us?” 
 Ada turned around to look at the grove of trees. They were not what she knew, not what she cared for. They were imposters. They might even be the ancestral cherry trees; of that she was almost certain. But that didn’t make them any more real than the ones she knew. Real cherry trees were a celebration of triumph, not a wallowing contemplation of death. These were no more the real cherry trees than colonials were the real humans. 
 She took a deep breath and held it. She looked back at her companions; Turou didn’t seem injured, but they both seemed worried. With good reason, perhaps - she hadn’t forgotten Elsa questioning whether Ada was safe to be around. Seeing people look at her like she was a threat - people who were a species of friend - was an uncomfortable feeling. 
 She sighed deeply and cast her eyes down. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to see these things. It really isn’t your fault.” She glanced at Turou’s shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 He grimaced. “Bruised at worst, I think. You pack a hard punch.” 
 Elsa glanced sideways at him. “She broke somebody’s face when they were trying to get her through customs. Bare-fisted punch, in zero-G no less.” 
 He blinked and looked at her wide-eyed again. She sighed and walked out of that courtyard, back through the stone arches, back to the garden in front of Turou’s room. She could hear the others behind her, but she didn’t engage them. In the middle of the garden, where she might almost fool herself into thinking it was endless, she sat down on the uneven rock surface between the strange fan-leafed trees instead. What had Turou called them? Ginkgo. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, squeezing time to a gentle trickle. 
 Okay. It was fine. These colonies - these people - they were not what she was looking for. The power that radiated through the leaves of the cherry blossoms - the power that made her stronger and healthier and more powerful than them - the power that would heal Earth and let her build something anew - it was not here. 
 The colonials knew nothing. They could not help her. 
 She had to return to Earth. 
 It was that simple. She could try to learn what she could, or borrow written archives about Umbra Ex Machina or Venshi’s religious kin out here, but she needed to leave. Earth and its gods were her best chance at understanding the ancients’ collapse and preventing it from being repeated. Earth was the only place she could study the science and technology of the ancients. The colonials were lost in the dark. 
 But what about this Union, then? Ada done things to this place. She had changed it in some way, perhaps small and perhaps not. People might get hurt on her account. They were confused and weak, after all. And what of Zhilik and the outers that had come with him? She couldn’t leave them here alone. What would happen to them? 
 She would have to bring them back, wouldn’t she? Assuming they wanted to return. 
 Unless she tried to change the Union from the inside out, somehow, impossibly. Turn it into something greater than it was. It could be more than it was, after all - anything could. The ancients had demonstrated that a thousand years ago. That was the whole  point  of the cherry myth. 
 She wasn’t finding what she needed. 
 But she hadn’t taken the time to even look. 
 Gods, this was complicated. 
 Best to at least try, perhaps. 
 Ada let time flow normally again, exhaling. “Sorry, just taking a moment.” 
 “It’s fine.” Turou sat down across from her, cross-legged, and Elsa followed suit. “I’m sorry the… the trees were offensive to your beliefs.” 
 Ada tilted her head. “It’s fine. Turou, you said I could study history and science here. I’d like to start today. To-noon? Soon.” 
 He seemed a bit startled by the sudden change of topic, of course. She had transformed the seconds it took for them to walk over to her into several long minutes for herself to think. “Um, sure. I can get you access to the networks.” 
 The two of them were quiet for a moment. They meant well, they really did. Perhaps she should give the colonies a chance. If she could get Cherry out here, somehow, she would have access to enough knowledge to jumpstart the Union’s understanding of science and technology. That could prove incredible. And some of them were good people - they deserved help. 
 Maybe it could work. 
 “Hey.” Elsa spoke suddenly, and Ada realized she had been looking into her eyepiece again. “Hey, bad news.” 
 They looked at her. There was apprehension in her voice, and it didn’t seem directed at Ada. “What?” 
 Elsa’s voice shifted subtly; she was reading, or quoting. “A Quetzal-class cruiser with escort jumped into the Chang’e system not long ago. The battle group is under the command of Admiral Senjat Ashur, who is reportedly searching for vanished Earthling Ada Liu. An anonymous tip on her whereabouts came from the moon. Sources inside the military report the battle group will be assisting SysSec in orbital traffic monitoring, and that a landing party will be descending to an undisclosed location on the moon to find her . ” 
 She fell silent, and the three of them exchanged glances. Ada tried not to groan. “So much for this being a good hiding place.” 
 “It was Baoji.” Elsa was immediately alarmed, but Turou raised his hands and shook his head. 
 “No! It wasn’t Baoji. I trust him. I’ll call him. It must have been someone else.” 
 “Who  else  saw her without her helmet?” Elsa’s eyes narrowed at Turou. “It wasn’t  you , was it?” 
 Turou looked appalled. “No! Why would I - listen,  everyone  in Ngoc’s parlour saw her face and heard her name. There must have been half a dozen guards at least. Not to mention anybody who might have seen her here and figured it out.” 
 It was true. It was a wide pool to choose from, not to mention anyone else that might have recognized her unusually tall stature on the streets of Tianzhou. That was assuming it was even Ada who had been recognized - none of the others had hidden their faces, and Elsa had been with her almost from the start. Ada looked up to the sky, to the great orb of the Chang’e parent planet. True rest seemed so elusive here. 
 “Baoji? Baoji, did you -” 
 Baoji’s voice cut through Turou’s device. “Turou? A fucking cruiser just jumped into the system looking for you.” 
 Elsa furrowed her brow, but the mirran continued. 
 “I’m on my way, in a ship nobody’s looking for yet. Get ready. I’ve got one last favour someone owes me. After that, we’re on our own.” 
 Turou glanced at Ada and nodded. “If push comes to shove, I just learned Ada can shove pretty hard.” 
 Baoji hesitated and hummed. “I’ll need to hear that story. Pack up and don’t forget the pizzas.” 
 They stood up, and Ada let her gaze linger on the garden around her, these strange ginkgo trees growing between the rocks. Perhaps the very last place they existed; she had certainly never seen or heard of them on Earth. It was a vast universe, but there were so few places to hide. 
  




Chapter 13

 Ada watched the ship cut through the sky. Turou was hunched up guiltily, like it was his fault the angry eye of the Union was suddenly fixed on Guwenhua. In a dissipated sort of way, it might be his fault, or indeed  hers  - but ultimately, the blame lay with Senjat Ashur. He could have left well enough alone, but instead had chosen to hunt her, kill her, study her, invade Earth. It was a small comfort that, in coveting Earth’s technology, he was tacitly admitting his own civilization’s inferiority to hers. 
 Ada tightened her fist; from experience, she knew that was enough to kill a colonial human. 
 Baoji’s new ship brought with it engine whines and buffeting winds as it lowered itself onto the landing pad. It was almost as long as the  Chengdu,  more angular than the old Cirrus, cleaner and sporting bolder colours. The nose was pointed and triangular, and the mostly white, black-trimmed hull sprouted small fin-like wings along its sides and at the rear. Four engines dominated the top and sides, with smaller thrusters aiming down along the underside, blowing out the hot wind that made Ada step away. 
 Before the ship had even fully quieted, a long door to the rear clunked down onto the stone, and Baoji was rushing out. “Ready?” 
 Elsa bit her lip and pointed at the ship. “Looks almost new. Nice choice.” 
 “Best acceleration per tonnage.” Baoji looked up to the sky. “But I’m not sure we’d have the juice to outrun a cruiser to any of the jumpgates.” 
 Ada frowned. “You said you had a plan.” 
 “Not a great one, but better than nothing.” His ears twitched repeatedly. “Turou? You gave my apologies to Sao that I wouldn’t be staying?” 
 Turou nodded nervously. “Yes, well, she understands.” 
 Baoji pointed a thumb at the cargo hold. “Good. Everyone get in.” 
 They took their few belongings and followed him into the ship, and Ada was pleased to find it a bit less cluttered than his last ship. The rear was a cargo space, and two small hallways led off along both sides of the craft towards the rest of the ship, lined with ladders for when the ship was in space. As they made for the cockpit through one of the corridors she counted two separate bunk rooms, a similarly-sized kitchen to the last ship, and an airlock that seemed to lead to a hatch on the roof. 
 The cockpit had four seats, two in front much like the last ship, and two others up against the walls, without any controls but still facing forward. Baoji pointed at them. “Elsa, co-pilot? You two, strap in.” 
 Elsa sat down in the co-pilot’s seat, on the left, and for a moment she was silent, bouncing her right leg up and down. Ada could tell she was stressed, but it was still a surprise when Elsa spoke. “I thought maybe you tipped off the authorities, Baoji. But since you actually showed up to get us, I’m obviously wrong. I’m sorry.” 
 Good gods, what did she say that for? 
 Baoji was quiet for a moment, though he kept flipping switches. The silence made Ada cringe, but after a moment it was broken by the sounds of the ship coming alive again, a gentle hum and some loud clanking in the rear of the ship. “Atmo seal complete, course plotted, thrusters active. Co-pilot gets algae rations, everyone else gets pizza.” 
 Ada smirked at Turou and he grinned back, glancing at the pilots. Was that really the end of it? Elsa, at least, sounded relieved. “Aye aye, captain.” 
 The ship suddenly heaved upward, the jolt pressing Ada down in her seat for a moment. Turou craned his head, perhaps hoping to get one last look of home; seeing him stare sadly out the window, she couldn’t help but be reminded that her mere presence was catastrophically disruptive. Ada reached out and nudged his foot with hers, grabbing his attention. 
 “Hey. I’m sorry about all this.” 
 He looked at her and shook his head. “You’re a walking talking piece of history in the making, and you kicked off a constitutional crisis that could maybe change out government for the better. What am I supposed to do, stay here planning poetry lessons?” He sighed. “I want to see this through. Whatever it ends up being, it matters.” 
 “And protests against the military means people are more likely to support us just for the sake of opposing military interests.” Elsa was tapping on screens as the ship began to tilt upwards. “There’s some precedence for law-breaking folks who light up the popular imagination getting a pass on things like property damage. We’re not condemned yet.” 
 Ada frowned. “I thought the military had all the power.” 
 “The law has power, and it’s designed to give the military room to act and by tradition it gives them even more. But when enough angry mobs show up, even the law has to change.” Elsa shook her head. “We may live under martial law, but nobody wants a military battle group rolling up to their planet unannounced and raiding cities for just one person. Whether they sympathise with you, or hate the military, or even just hate paying drug taxes, they could end up making this manhunt too politically ugly to continue.” 
 Ada wasn’t sure she caught more than half of the explanation, and not only on account of the occasional odd word. None of colonial society made much sense to Ada, and she puzzled over it as the moon’s landscape flew underneath them, clouds still solidly overhead. It sounded like there were a great number of different groups trying to get other groups to do things, and not a lot of people minding their own business. 
 After some time, Elsa looked back at them. “You two strapped in tight?” 
 The ship was shaking a bit, but not like the old one had; the force of the flight wasn’t too strong now that they were moving steady. Ada saw the clouds growing closer. “We’re fine.” 
 Baoji nodded. “We’re leaving the atmosphere. We’ll be in microgravity soon. Don’t throw up in my new ship.” 
 “It’s a smooth ride.” Elsa raised an eyebrow at the console. “A lot better than the Cirrus.” 
 Baoji’s flat tone did sound a little amused. “How dare you slander her good name. She died for our sins.” 
 “You should have kept some Cirrus slag and melted it into a cross.” 
 Baoji chuckled. “Or a pentagram.” 
 Ada had no idea what they were talking about, but Turou glanced at her with a helpful look. “Pentagrams mean something different to some mirrans than they do to us.” 
 Ada scoffed. “And what do they mean to  us , exactly? I’ve never heard of anyone using crosses as symbols and I don’t know what a pentagram is.” 
 Turou blinked and traced a five-pointed star. “Well, in certain cultures they’re holy symbols.” 
 “Oh - we have hexagons.” 
 Elsa laughed. “Hexagons? Are you serious?” 
 “Come to Earth and see. The things are everywhere.” 
 Baoji nodded. “They’re stylish, I’ll give you that.” 
 “They’re campy as hell, no offense.” Elsa was shaking her head in disapproval, so Ada didn’t ask her to clarify what the more unusual words meant. 
 The ship zipped deeper and deeper into space, slowly turning towards the great planet. Ada frowned. Wasn’t the jumpgate back the other way? “Um, Baoji, where are we going?” 
 “Ah, right.” He pointed at the controls. “In a few minutes they’re going to hail me. They’ll want access to on-board surveillance to check the ship, and I’ll give it to them. Thing is, I’ve spliced all the sensors with dummy feeds that are programmatically identical to real camera feeds, and I’ve got a face-scrambler installed in the cockpit cam. I was just filming the other parts of the ship when they were empty, and I’ll replay those videos for them. You three need to hide from the cockpit when they do that, so they can see me - with a fake face - talking to them naturally.” 
 Ada understood the general idea if not the details - they were going to deceive the cameras. “Will that be enough?” 
 Elsa nodded. “There are thirty-seven ships leaving Chang’e in this octant alone. If they board them all without investigating, they’ll piss off their corporate sponsors who run the shipping industry. They need to identify suspicious targets first.” 
 Turou shook his head. “Won’t we be suspicious because we just flew out from Guwenhua?” 
 “We didn’t.” Elsa pointed behind them. “We flew overland at high speed and got into a trajectory that makes it look like we took off from Callario. Huge waste of fuel, but scanners like you’d find on deep space military ships can’t scan effectively through atmospheres at those distances and angles. That battlegroup is still millions of klicks away.” 
 “We’re being hailed. All of you hide.” 
 The world outside the cockpit was already dark, and as Ada unstrapped she found herself gently floating towards the back of the ship. She, Turou, and Elsa all scrabbled down along the ladders, piling into what appeared to be the kitchen. Ada looked around for the cameras but couldn’t see anything. 
 “What are we -” 
 Elsa reached up with a finger to her lips and shushed her. They waited in silence, quietly trying to hear Baoji’s conversation with the military from the cockpit, but Ada soon realized it was in another language. Here in the kitchen, without a window into the void, her back against a metal bulkhead and gravity slowly pressing them in different directions, she briefly felt completely out of control. 
 If there was an airlock here, she should get a wraith out there as soon as she could. 
 And if anyone saw it, that would blow their tenuous cover. 
 “Come back. We’re clear.” 
 The cockpit had fallen silent without her even noticing, so the sudden call startled her. She scampered with the others back outside and up the ladders, settling back into the seat that had her essentially lying down. Elsa was first to ask. “How did it go?” 
 “I think they bought it. The girl on the comm sounded irritated and tired. Even if they flagged us, they’re too far away to shoot right now.” 
 Turou sighed. “Baoji, tell me you’ve got a plan.” 
 “Like I said, somebody owes me a big favour. He runs a gas trawling operation. He’s around Chang’e Major right now, and he agreed to let us dock with him. I told the navy I was going to deploy atmospheric survey equipment over the next few days, which should be enough time for him to get us out of the system while keeping to his pre-registered schedule. We just have to meet him on the far side of the planet.” 
 “It’s not foolproof.” Elsa sounded dubious, but kept any specific doubts to herself. 
 Ada thought about it, but there were too many unknowns to get a clear understanding. “Is this guy’s ship faster than ours?” 
 Baoji shrugged. “With more time to accelerate, yes. Thing’s got huge engines. I’ll put us in a trajectory that will swing us around Chang’e Major’s sunny side. Once we’ve had something to eat I’ll turn the engines off; we’ll coast along a wide orbital to save fuel.” 
 Ada looked around, restless. “Does this mean that I can walk around?” 
 Baoji turned around and looked her in the eyes. “Ada, I’m going to have to ask you for a favour. Since I’m flying you around the Union saving your life, I figure it’s the least you can do.” 
 She glanced at Turou, who looked puzzled, and at Elsa, who tensed a little. “What do you want?” 
 “Could you snap my posters up in the kitchen? There are magnet strips in the drawer with them. Please don’t hang them crooked, and put the mirran lady’s eyes at my eye level.” 
 Ada chuckled. “I don’t know, Baoji, that’s a lot of work. You’ll have to evacuate me from at least two more planets before I can get  all  the posters up.” 
 “I’ll name my second-born after you.” 
 She laughed and unbuckled, bringing her feet down onto the ladder and beginning to descend. Turou followed, and after some rummaging through the drawers they found a bunch of rolled-up posters and small clear strips with little dark edges that stuck to the walls. Turou began to fiddle with one of the last pizzas as Ada snapped the posters into place, setting the mirran lady image right across from the door. 
 As she was snapping more posters to the walls, Turou suddenly cooed at something. “Ooh, he’s got a pack of cards.” 
 She glanced over. “What?” 
 “Ishtari playing cards.” He reached in and showed her a thick brick of dozens of small, flat, rigid paper rectangles. “You play games with them.” 
 She raised her eyebrows. They didn’t look especially fun. “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 “No, really, it’s fun! There are some great games for four people, we should play.” 
 “I’m sure.” She snapped another poster into place. “On Earth we played games that involved hunting each other in the woods, or throwing rocks, or drinking. Or dice.” 
 Turou grimaced. “We have drinking games too. Not my proudest moments.” 
 Some clunking along the ladder announced a new arrival, and Elsa stepped into the kitchen. “Hey. You need a hand?” 
 Ada handed her a poster. “Here, put these up.” 
 Elsa took it and grabbed some magnetic strips, setting it up under the mirran lady poster. “Turou, do you think he’s angry at me?” 
 “Baoji? I’ve never known him to get particularly angry.” 
 She nodded, but she was breathing shallow, and her jaw was set pretty tight. She was flexing her fingers, too, clearly on edge. She didn’t look comfortable at all, but she had gone and told Baoji what she had thought anyway, even though there was absolutely no need to. Why? Ada couldn’t make sense of it. 
 There was something admirably honest about it, though. She reached out to pat Elsa on the back. “I’m impressed you told him.” 
 “I  had  to. I can’t just pretend I was never suspicious. Gotta be honest with yourself, and the best way to do that is to be honest with other people. Can’t keep convincing yourself otherwise that way.” She sighed, looking over at the pizza in its stasis box, apparently still warm. “I just wish he didn’t joke about it, and gave me a sincere answer.” 
 Turou shrugged. “I know him. The joking is sincere.” 
 “I don’t buy it.” 
 “Well, tell him that.” 
 “I said my piece, and I’m not going to keep whining to him about it. Ada whines enough for all of us.” 
 Ada grinned, but they had hung up the last posters and she wasn’t sure what else to say to Elsa on the subject, so she squeezed around her for the door. “Stay here and get the food out, you two.” 
 She climbed back up the narrow ladder to the cockpit and sat down next to Baoji, in Elsa’s seat. He glanced up at her quizzically, his ears pointing straight ahead, alert. “What’s up, space witch?” 
 “Are you mad at Elsa?” 
 He looked down briefly. “A little upset, sure. I thought she liked me. But she’s military and I’m a smuggler. Makes sense she wouldn’t trust me.” 
 “For what it’s worth, she’s worried you’re angry.” 
 “Because she thinks I might double-cross you all now, or something?” 
 Ada threw up her hands. “I don’t know. She seemed upset more than suspicious.” 
 “Hm. Did you hang my posters up?” 
 “Yes. Are you evading?” 
 “Yes. Do you want me to teach you about spaceships? Not just the Peregrine; all of them. General principles.” 
 Ada blinked, and smiled. She knew almost nothing about spaceships that weren’t Cherry, and though none of the ships in the Union could compare, it might be useful to know what exactly she was working with. Or against. “Alright then, captain, let’s get started.” 
 “Then go get me some pizza.” 
 It was a fairly long trip to Chang’e Major, even though this ship was supposedly faster than the last one. For a few hours Baoji explained rules of physics, orbital maneuvers, and motion that didn’t make much sense to Ada - Cherry seemed blissfully unaware of these supposed rules, but perhaps they were just technical limitations of Union shipcraft. 
 He told her how the engines were powered - fusion cores, some kind of process that mimicked the energy in stars. It was a beautiful idea, a beauty rare in the Union, to create a tiny star inside their ship and use its power to propel them between real stars. He mentioned the jumpgates, and after several failed analogies Ada got the impression they basically dug a hole through space into another part of the universe, where another jumpgate opened the hole and let them through. 
 “What about weapons? Any weapons on this thing?” 
 She tapped the screen in front of her, as though that might do something, and Baoji hissed, ears pointing backwards a bit. “No weapons. Hey, I’ve had the ship for a day and you’re already getting pizza grease on the screen?” 
 She looked closer, and to her surprise the material seemed to have become dirty very quickly. “Oh, shit, sorry.” 
 He reached into a small compartment and tossed her a dry cloth, suddenly grinning again. “Don’t worry about it. A place isn’t a home without a little mess. Just eat your crust this time, don’t toss it away like some toddler.” 
 She furrowed her brow and started chomping away at the least interesting part of the pizza. “How far are we from this friend of yours?” 
 “A bit less than a day.” 
 She nodded. “Turou said something about card games.” 
 Baoji’s slit-pupiled eyes lit up. “Of course he did. He won’t stop playing unless someone hits him.” He looked more closely at the screen. “Are they done eating? I need to turn off the engines, and that means everything starts floating. We’ve got vacuum filters for little stuff, but big pieces and fluids can cause a mess.” 
 A quick shout down the ship confirmed all the food was in stomachs, so Baoji turned off the ship’s engines, and suddenly the feeling of being drawn down the ship’s tower shape went away. 
 She and Baoji floated down to the kitchen, where he spent a moment smiling at the minute effort everyone had put into hanging up his assortment of posters. Turou, as predicted, insisted on playing a series of card games that were mostly incomprehensible to Ada. She had to resist the temptation to quickly slip into time dilation and send a seeing eye to look at their hands - that would be unfair, she was repeatedly informed. 
 When the time came to rest, they fired the engines enough to hold them to the beds, but nowhere near a real planetary feeling. This time she bunked with Baoji, which Elsa didn’t seem to fuss about, and they spent their sunless morning afterwards in microgravity as well, aside from a brief bout of acceleration for the sake of breakfast. Ada was actually starting to like all the floating. 
 It turned out a slight miscommunication meant the journey took a few hours more than expected, but eventually Baoji called them up to the cockpit. She floated up and clung to his seat as he pointed to a screen showing a rear view; they were backing up towards the other ship, a dark metal silhouette against the bright white and grey ribbons of Chang’e Major. 
 “That’s the ship? It looks bloated. Wait, what are those?” 
 She suddenly noticed two other silhouettes, much smaller, floating alongside the main one. Baoji grinned. “The main ship has gas storage tanks, the things that look like blisters. Those little ships are trawlers, they go down and suck gas out of the atmosphere where the concentrations are right. We’re going to squeeze into their hangar and let the trawlers fit in after us.” 
 Baoji’s Peregrine slowly drifted towards the gas freighter, lining up with a broad, empty hangar bay. They lumbered in and settled inside the hangar, the ship connecting with equipment unseen, as Baoji spoke a mirran language to somebody on the larger ship. Elsa looked out into the hangar bay skeptically, her suspicions apparently not allayed. Before long they were powered down and ready to leave. 
 Ada didn’t have many possessions, none more precious than her suit and her locator stone, and there was only one pizza box left. The rest of them gathered their things into small packs before floating their way to a small airlock in the centre of the ship. A hatch opened out into the hangar bay, and a mirran man was floating next to a handrail that would lead them to the edge of the chamber. Baoji grinned broadly and floated past Ada to greet him with a hand gesture she didn’t catch, then turned around to introduce them all. 
 “Everyone: Adrall Hesk, captain of the  Watersmoke . Adrall, this is my friend Chiu Turou, my co-pilot Elsa Carrera -” 
 “And the famous Ada Liu of Earth.” Adrall’s mirran face was easy enough to read - grinning, but with one ear pointed sideways, he was trying to put on a brave face. He seemed a bit short for a mirran, and his fur was dark brown, striped with black along the arms and the back of his neck. His expression then grew a little quieter, both ears flattening, and he continued speaking in his unusual, curt-sounding accent. “Welcome to the  Watersmoke . You’re lucky I indebted myself so badly to Baoji or I would never let you anywhere near me. But my word means something, and I intend to keep it that way. If the military doesn’t look at us too closely, we should be all right. Please follow me; we need to empty the room so the trawlers can dock as well.” 
 Adrall led them along the guardrails, which were attached to a long metallic arm that had fixed Baoji’s ship in place; there were three other such arms all around the Peregrine. As they reached the top, Ada looked to the hangar entrance, but it was just a solid, closed door. No elegant curtains of light like there had been on the ring, then. 
 The  Watersmoke ’s captain turned around to glance over them all once they were out of the hangar. “You need to stay out of sight. There are a few spots not covered by the standard surveillance system. If the military decides to search the ship, I bought the Peregrine recently as a personal craft. We accelerate in three hours, for nine hours, to get into a final swing at the jumpgate. After that, eighteen hours of coasting and adjustments. Questions?” 
 He was very brusque - Ada couldn’t fault him that, certainly. There were no questions, so he set them up in a small dead end corridor that contained a tiny dining room, two attached bunks, and an adjacent bathroom; the bathroom and the bunk nearest the front of the ship were off surveillance, he said. Adrall pointed to something on the lower wall of the kitchen, a small metal knob next to one of the seams in the floor. He reached down and twisted it, and a part of the floor and wall popped off. 
 “If the military physically boards the ship, you’re all getting in there. It’ll be cramped, but you’ll have to manage. It’s the best I can do for four people.” 
 “Thank you, Adrall.” Baoji sounded almost overly sincere. “I really appreciate this.” 
 The mirran captain nodded, his ears still a little flat. “Yes, well, my son appreciates his career. I need to resume command. Baoji, call me if there’s real trouble, but otherwise, for all our sakes, keep your heads down.” 
 Adrall floated off, leaving them alone in the surprisingly empty-feeling ship. Ada’s attention was almost entirely absorbed by something unexpected, though - the window. Or, more precisely, two windows, one of them in the kitchen and the other in the bunk near the rear of the ship. Both looked out onto the vast, impenetrable atmosphere of Chang’e Major, from such a close distance that Ada couldn’t see the edges of the planet at all. 
 If there was one thing Ada was learning about space travel, it was that space was absurdly vast. At least that vastness gave them time to play games, go over the broad strokes of Union history and society, and eat that last pizza once the ship started accelerating and gravity reasserted itself. Ada did eventually peek over their shoulders during a game, once, to see what cards they were all holding. She still lost. 
 Turou won, but from the lingering stiffness in Elsa and Baoji’s own evasion of eye contact with the lieutenant, Ada guessed Turou’s win wasn’t down to pure talent. She didn’t actually know what they ought to say to each other, but there didn’t seem to be any real problem to fuss over either. Why hadn’t Elsa just stayed quiet? 
 She decided to put an end to the issue when she noticed Elsa glance at Baoji and then retreat, as though trying to avoid a fight. Baoji and Ada were leaning by the window, looking out at the planet, talking about spaceships and space combat. Baoji had been showing her some kind of story told through video he called movies, and there was a great deal of imaginary space combat going on in them, set to dramatic music. It was enthralling, but she cut him off. “She still thinks you’re angry. You’re both irritating me; just talk about it.” 
 Baoji growled, flicking an ear sideways. “And say what? So she thought I was going to betray you all. So what? I don’t care.” 
 “Then say that.” 
 “If someone doesn’t trust you, telling the truth is useless. She’ll think I’m trying to manipulate her or something. After all, I’m just some criminal.” 
 Ada blinked. “Wait, are you feeling judged?” 
 “No, I’m not feeling -” 
 “She  did  judge you. You are a smuggler.” 
 His ears flattened, and he bared his teeth at her. “Hey, I’ve never killed anyone. I’ve only ever shot two people, and I aimed for bits they didn’t strictly need. I don’t want to hurt anybody - I just want to get people the things they want that our thick-booted government doesn’t want them laying hands on without tracking and surveillance and fees and taxes and paperwork and -” 
 “I get it.” Ada held up a hand. “I’ve  actually  killed people and used them for parts, and I still don’t like it when people call me a monster. They do it no matter what. Well. Almost all of them do.” 
 “Almost, eh?” 
 She thought back to that warm starry night outside Campus. “There are weird people out there who are willing to see the good in you no matter what. But most people will flat their ears at you sometimes.” 
 He hissed in amusement. “Flat their ears? Very mirran.” 
 “One of my best friends from Earth is mirran. You should meet him someday.” 
 “Hey, Ada, I know some humans. You should meet them someday. You’ll have so much in common.” 
 She grimaced as her face reddened. “Okay, fair enough, that was stupid.” She waved away the screen. “Tell her she made you feel judged, and she’ll have something to apologize for. She won’t believe you’re just fine.” 
 He shrugged it off, though, so when the time came for them all to rest for the last six hours of acceleration, Ada demanded that she bunk with Turou. He was intensely reluctant to do so; perhaps she had spoiled that particular dish with her behavior when they originally met. She ended up bunking with Baoji, who was happy enough to have separate bunks and didn’t much care that she preferred not to sleep in her suit; apparently their being of entirely different species alleviated the odd sheepishness colonial humans were prone to. 
 She dreamt of orange dust and black smoke and things exploding. 
 She woke up feeling like something terrible had happened, even though nothing seemed amiss. She clambered off the upper bunk, hoping not to disturb Baoji on the lower, and found it was actually cold on the ship. She didn’t want to put her suit back on just yet - with luck, she’d be able to get more sleep in - so she grabbed one of the spare sheets, thick red things set in a shelf next to the bunk, and wrapped it around herself. It was the closest thing to a dress she had worn since, well, ever. 
 Her locator stone lay next to the sheets and the suit vertebrae. She picked it up, keeping it and a corner of red sheet in her hand to keep her body’s heat close to her skin. She walked over to the window, a floor-to-ceiling viewport looking out on the great white planet beyond. It was massive beyond comprehension. It was also, in a way, kind of insignificant. 
 The locator stone felt heavy in her hand. 
 She looked up, at her reflection in the window glass, and saw Isavel standing there. Broad shoulders, muscular build, tangled brown hair, full lips. All the Isavel she couldn’t keep out of her mind, no matter how far away she might be. 
 Isavel was anxious, her emotions written in Ada’s own face. She looked messy. Was she okay? Was she out there somewhere, waking up from a bad dream too? Did she need Ada? 
 Isavel was the first person who had not rejected Ada for who she was and what she did, and she was the only one Ada never felt the need to apologize around. Elsa, Turou, Baoji, Zhilik, Tanos - they accepted her for who she was, perhaps, but she still felt a little guarded, apologetic and resentful of feeling apologetic at the same time. She endangered all of them, and it felt wrong to do so. Isavel, though… nothing could endanger her. Ada didn’t feel like she needed to hold back. 
 The distance was frustrating. It was all her fault - she had left Earth, come out here, triggered all this massive chaos, and for what? She had found all the ancients’ foolishness and none of their wisdom out here. And she had lost Isavel. And that hurt. 
 She put her hand up to the glass, and in her reflection Isavel did the same, their palms touching through the cold, hard medium of reflection. 
 “Isavel.” 
 She took a deep breath and sighed. She remembered the excitement she had felt when she had heard that Isavel had suddenly appeared at Campus. Then the anxiety, the nervousness, the warm jitters that had kept her off balance for that entire conversation. All she had really wanted to do was lay her face into the crook of Isavel’s neck and be close to her. 
 She leaned forward, her forehead against the glassy window, and Isavel responded in kind. 
 “I miss you.” She watched their breath fog the glass. “I made a mistake. I’m coming back.” 
 Nobody else was with her now. Jinna was long gone, Tanos was either dead or wandering through some wilderness with Sam, Zhilik was on another planet struggling to adapt, and her new friends here did not deserve to be caught up in this. There was only one unscratchable itch in Ada’s heart, a magnetic pull that threatened to tear her through the glass window and across the stars to wherever Isavel was standing. The rest of them had no such pull. 
 Isavel was upset with her. Frustrated with her. Ada saw pain in that face, and she knew it was her own fault. Ada had left, after all, hadn’t she? This was all her doing. Ada nodded slowly into the reflection. She understood. 
 She would have to make it right, she realized. 
 When she returned to Earth, the gods and the secrets of the ancients would wait. She had to find Isavel first. Isavel’s forehead rested against hers in the reflection. 
 Then Isavel looked up, over Ada’s shoulder, and her eyes widened. 
 An ear-splitting horn ravaged the silence. Baoji woke howling in terror like an injured wolf as sirens screeched and all the world hemorrhaged crimson light. 
  




Chapter 14

 Ada stumbled into the kitchen, her suit flowing over her, as Baoji made for the comm on the wall. Elsa and Turou scrambled out of their room, disheveled and panicked. Baoji was shouting into the comm, eyes wide in the red light, then turned to the rest of them. 
 “Line’s dead.” 
 Elsa growled. “Weapons. Baoji, do you have -” 
 He nodded, blurted something in his native human language, and bolted back into the bunk room, returning quickly with a modest gun in his hand. Elsa gave a small one to Turou and hefted a serious-looking pistol in her own hands. 
 “We need to figure out -” 
 An unfamiliar voice boomed from the communications device. “Change of plans. We’re being boarded. You four, there are maintenance closets inward from your position. They each fit one person securely, so you’ll need to split. Go now.” 
 They exchanged glances, and Baoji shouted up at the ceiling. “Who is this?” 
 “First officer. Hesk is busy. Hurry.” 
 They seemed to have little choice in the matter, and Ada followed the others out into the hall; there were indeed a number of storage spaces, but as she stepped inside one she thought it should fit more than one person. She didn’t like the look of it at all - it felt like a trap. Who was boarding them? Hadn’t Baoji told her it was impossible for ships to sneak up on each other? 
 She turned around to ask the ceiling and the door slammed shut, sealing her in. 
 Isavel was standing in front of her. Except, not Isavel - not even the way she had been in the reflection. This was an image projected from a small node in the corner of the room, flickering vaguely reddish under the emergency lights. Something about the way she moved seemed wrong. 
 “You failed.” 
 The voice was Isavel’s - off, distorted, but recognizable. Ada’s heart sank. “What? What are you talking about?” 
 Isavel’s reddish head tilted to the side, awkwardly and uncertainty. “You left me.” 
 “What are you - how are you talking to me?” 
 “Does it matter?” She crossed her arms. “You would rather waste your time with these people than be here.” 
 The barb stung, a poisonous feeling of shame coursing through Ada’s blood and making her lungs seize. Why was she talking like this? “What? Listen - I - we talked about -” 
 The image flickered, and Isavel was standing in front of her, kissing her, then pulling back. Then she shoved at Ada’s chest in disgust, her mouth moving slightly out of tune with her words, hands passing through her. “You are worthless. You failed me.” 
 She looked like she had when Ada left her, back on Earth. 
 She looked  exactly  like she had back then. 
 Ada frowned. This wasn’t Isavel - it was a fusion of recordings taken by the military shuttle that had seen her on Earth. They were remixed and her voice was contorted into new words, but the source was the same. 
 Somebody was playing tricks on her. The shame and rage cooled into ice, and she slowed time, reaching out with code to disintegrate the small projector generating the images. It collapsed into metallic dust and Isavel disappeared. 
 “Who the fuck -” 
 All the lights went out. All the ship’s noises fell silent. Not wanting to be trapped, she slowed time and disintegrated a hole through the door. 
 “Elsa? Baoji? Turou?” 
 They were still trapped, but in stretched-out seconds she crumbled the doors locking them in as well and batted holes into them with her hands. They each scrambled out warily, as she clawed a few light sigils into the bulkheads. The shadows on their faces were still dark in the dim, pallid light. 
 “What the hell -” 
 Elsa suddenly raised a gun, and though she wasn’t pointing it at anyone she was staring angrily at Baoji. “Did the rest of you get any messages?” 
 Baoji’s ears flatted as he stared at the weapon, but he didn’t draw his. “Adrall told me you transmitted our location, Elsa. Why -” 
 “No!” She hefted the gun a little higher. “I got a transmission from my SO telling me I’d be pardoned if I brought you in, but there was something wrong about it.” 
 Turou stammered. “I - I got a transmission from APHEC. They said Guwenhua was being raided and people were being imprisoned, and that I should signal my location to the navy.” 
 Elsa stared at Ada. “What about you?” 
 Ada briefly considered disintegrating all weapons present. “It was fake. I know it was fake. Someone is messing with us.” Elsa and Baoji continued glaring at each other, so Ada stepped in between them. 
 Elsa nodded slowly, letting her weapon fall back to her side. “Ada’s right. It’s crude - no way we all got calls at once.” 
 Baoji sounded cowed. “Fine. Elsa, any cyberstrikes that you know of that can do this?” 
 “I never got far in information security.” She sounded tight-lipped. “But anything’s possible if someone has remote access. Could Adrall be fucking with us?” 
 The remaining doors around them all slammed shut. 
 Then opened again, letting in screams from deeper in the ship. 
 Half of them slammed shut. Some opened again while others closed. The cacophony only worsened with the random patterns and intensities. They stared around, backing up against each other to keep an eye on what was going on, and Ada was bizarrely glad she hadn’t taken away everyone’s weapons, as though the guns might help. 
 A projector flared to life in the hall as the doors continued slamming, projecting an image of Elsa shooting Baoji in the head right on top of their actual selves. It was crude - the body movements were unnatural, the blood didn’t look right, the expressions were untrue to their bearers - but it was disconcerting. Another soon began projecting images of Ada carving their hearts out, of Turou shooting his fellow scholars in the backs, and Ada flung out more dark code to grind the projectors into dusk. 
 The four of them stayed silent for a moment as the ship went mad around them. 
 Baoji finally spoke. “This is crazy. We need to get to the bridge.” 
 “And walk through those guillotines?” Elsa was gesturing at the doors. 
 Whatever a guillotine was, it was clear the doors could crush them if they stepped through at the wrong moment. Ada knew her way around this sort of thing, though; advancing wordlessly to the end of the corridor, she snuck code into the mechanical parts of the door that moved it, disintegrating them then scratching out welding sigils that flared with molten heat, fusing the door open. Returning to realtime, she turned to her companions in the dim light and shouted. “Come on!” 
 At some point while they were running, Ada bursting doors whenever they seemed dangerous, a voice started shouting from the loudspeakers in several languages. “Die, die, die, die, die!” 
 Elsa reached out to grab Ada’s shoulder. “Ada, wait! This - I’ve seen this before.” She rounded on Baoji. “Baoji, is Adrall really  just  a gas miner?” 
 His ears flattened back against his skull. “As far as I know. Why?” 
 “He’s not running any AI on this ship, is he? Because this feels a  lot  like the time I raided an AI cult on Tlaloc.” 
 Turou’s eyes widened. “You think this is AI?” 
 “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” She looked around, suddenly cowed, and stepped up against a wall. “Ada, we need an armory - if there are robots running around, these little guns -” 
 A high-pitched screech filled the air. They covered their ears, but after a moment Ada realized it might never stop; she reached into time dilation, the sounds were mercifully muffled, and cracked the speakers nearby. Elsa grabbed her wrist and shouted something about guns that Ada’s ears still weren’t ready to hear. 
 They followed Elsa up a dark ladder for what felt like two levels, trying not to pay attention to the occasional shouting or screaming from within the ship. Ada burst doors aside for them, and when Elsa slowed to look around, she stamped light sigils onto the ceilings so they could see beyond the constant flickering. 
 Ceiling. They weren’t floating - the ship was still accelerating, even amidst all this. Were they still on course? 
 “Ada - break these open.” Elsa pointed at a sealed metal box. “I trained on one of these models once; this room is heavily reinforced and fire-proofed. It’s where you’d store weapons if you had any.” 
 Sure enough, when she cracked open the lid, there were guns; only five in a box clearly built for more, but they were large enough the colonials each grabbed one and put away their smaller weapons. Ada was more than happy to stick with code, not needing to worry about carrying anything as they climbed back up the ladder to the bridge. 
 Except the door to the top level was sealed. “Ada?” 
 She was already thinking it, reaching out to disintegrate the door entirely. Elsa gingerly kicked her way through the weakened metal and they all followed, stepping out onto the bridge. 
 Adrall turned and gaped at them all in horror. “What the  fuck  is going on with my ship?” 
 Elsa briefly trained her gun across Adrall and the three mirran crewmembers up here with him, then pointed it back at the ladder. “Do you have  any  AI on this thing?” 
 “AI?” Adrall’s muzzle scrunched up. “How stupid do you think I am?” 
 “This feels a hell of a lot like -” 
 A voice boomed over the loudspeakers again. “Ada Liu. Am I saying your name correctly? I must thank you for creating such a wide open tunnel throughout the ship, just like I asked. It will greatly speed venting.” 
 A tunnel? A tunnel through the ship. Venting. Without the doors she had destroyed, one open airlock could kill almost everyone onboard. Ada’s eyes widened. She had to act fast - slowing time to a crawl, she started looking for metal she could peel away. Deeper in the ship. She snaked a set of eyes and tendrils down into the next level below them and began disintegrating parts of bulkhead, ferrying large chunks of metal up through the tunnel. Unfortunately the metal itself did not move nearly as fast as code, so she needed to let herself work in faster time than she would like. 
 Suddenly red lights turned on again, and she felt a pull of air around her skin. 
 She moved the metal into place around the breach in the door and began fusing it into place. She’d never had much use for the welding sigils and their briefly molten flashes, but now she was thankful they were so simple to remember. 
 When she was done she cracked all the speakers, too, silencing that voice. The red lights faded again, and she let herself slip back into normal time. She was sweating, and rounded on Adrall. “Okay, we’re sealed off. What -” 
 “The bridge is a separate computer system, but everything beyond here is unresponsive.” Adrall started pacing. “Life support. Airlock and hangar bay access.” He turned to one of his officers and started asking something in his mirran language, then glanced at the fugitives and switched to something comprehensible. “What systems do we have?” 
 The mirran officer scratched her head. “Communications are sandboxed, so I can access those. We have personal devices here in lockers, and we can disable network connections before turning them on. Bridge lighting controls. Um… Sanitation, apparently. Everything else is on the main grid, and I can’t get to that.” 
 He rounded on them. “We’re fucked. We have no scanners so we can’t tell if anyone’s approaching us. The ship is on a course to burn up in Chang’e Major’s atmosphere. We can’t send a distress call. Oh, hi, an AI took over our quantum server? We’ll get rescued and thrown straight into prison for computational warfare or something, or they’ll just blow us up to keep the AI from escaping.” 
 Elsa swore and started pacing as well, Baoji moved to the computer consoles, and Turou shrank against a wall, running his hands over his hair. 
 Ada paused. Something about Adrall’s words. “Computational warfare?” 
 The captain raised his furry arms, as though to indicate the ship. “This. Hijacking computers to make them hurt the people they’re supposed to serve. It’s -” 
 Ada slammed her fist down on the nearest control console, popping some kind of screen frame out of its socket. She looked at the code tattooed to her skin. Cherry. Cherry had claimed to be designed for information warfare, while applying those tattoos. 
 She had been meaning to make that call. 
 “Adrall Hesk.” One of his ears spun towards her. “This is a big ship. Does it have a tachyon transmitter?” 
 His ears slowly flattened. “It’s designed for long-term deep-space transit, we’d be crazy not to.” 
 Ada took a deep breath, looking around the room. Her companions were all staring at her. “I need to send a transmission. To Earth.” 
 Everybody on the bridge suddenly froze. Adrall’s ears flattened more than she had ever seen on any mirran, and he lowered his head and shoulders as though cowering. “Earth? Why?” 
 “I want my own fucking ship back.” 
 “Ada, that won’t help.” Baoji pointed out the bridge windows. “Even if it somehow jumps from the Sol gate straight to Chang’e, it’ll still take almost a day to reach us afterwards, and that’s not counting the time to reach that gate from Earth in the first place. It would take at  least  two days. We don’t have two days.” 
 Elsa was shaking her head. “I’m pretty sure the Sol jumpgate was hardlinked to Freyja Three.” 
 Ada didn’t know the specifics, but she knew they were desperately short on options. “My ship can do all sorts of things. Even if it’s late, I’d rather it be on its way so it can get us out if we’re captured.” She pointed at Adrall. “Give me my damned message.  Now . If this works, I’ll owe you one personally.” 
 Adrall flexed his lips around his teeth, nervous. “Tenrac, can you point the transmitter at Earth?” 
 The officer he had spoken to earlier hesitated. “Um, no sir. It’s not in the transmitter’s core charts because - well -” 
 “You mean the default maps only cover the twelve, and our full astrography charts are in a database on our AI-infested main network.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 Ada scowled. “Can’t we just beam in  every  direction?” 
 “Tachyon beams are expensive, and the communicators are running on device battery since the main grid is locked.” Tenrac leaned back, scratching the side of her face. “We could get two, maybe three transmissions out, but the beams are narrow. We’d probably miss it.” 
 Everybody in the ship fell quiet for a moment, seeming to slip into deep thought. Was there any other option? Ada couldn’t think of one, but she couldn’t determine how to solve the problem either. She was no astronomer. 
 Then another mirran officer spoke up. “This is going to sound stupid.” 
 Adrall turned to him and smiled in an almost kindly way. “Nothing that involves us  living  is too stupid to consider.” 
 He nodded towards a series of lockers at the side of the bridge. “I have  Parsec Probes  installed on my personal computer, sir.” 
 Ada had no idea what that meant, but a disbelieving hiss escaped Adrall. Baoji and Tenrac, however, both reacted by perking their ears up instantly. Baoji spoke first. “Are you serious? How good at it -” 
 Adrall cut him off. “Kosk,  how accurate is the simulation? ” 
 Kosk seemed skittish. “It’s - that’s the whole selling point. As far as I know it’s as accurate as any real astrochart would be.” 
 Ada frowned at the word  game , and Elsa had an even more intense reaction. “You can’t be serious.” 
 Tenrac stood up and raised her hands. “No, no, he’s right! Listen - games can earn their makers bomb threats for pettier things than inaccurate orbital simulations. Spaceflight enthusiasts and navy people  love  this thing .” 
 “What are we talking about?” Ada looked wildly around them. 
 Kosk made straight for the lockers while Baoji explained. “He’s got a game about building space probes and launching them on interstellar missions. It’s build on an accurate orbital mechanics simulation. It has the twelve and Earth and Mir and a lot of uninhabited systems nearby too. If he sets the simulation date to today, it can calculate three-dimensional coordinates for Earth and Chang’e, and Tenrac can aim the tachyon beam manually using those.” 
 Kosk and Tenrac were already staring at the screen together, tapping it quickly and muttering between themselves. Ada still had a hard time understanding what was going on, but if it meant they were going to be able to transmit to Earth it was good enough for her. She stepped towards Elsa. “Is it true? If we send out a general distress call -” 
 “The military will come for us. Responding to distress calls is their job.” She pursed her lips. “Nobody else will come. Ada - this is a really long shot, you know that right? If we don’t do anything -” 
 Ada gripped Elsa’s shoulder and squeezed it gently. “Trust me. We’ll get through this.” 
 She shook her head, but didn’t dispute it outright. “I hope you’re right.” She glanced at Turou, who still looked haunted. Maybe he was actually worrying about his colleagues being attacked by the military. 
 After a few minutes Tenrac looked up and scurried back to her terminal. “Captain Hesk, we’ve got coordinates. I can target the transmission.” 
 “How accurately?” 
 She glanced at Kosk, who was standing next to her, holding his screen up for her to see. “As long as the simulation is broadly accurate to within a reasonable margin of error, I just need one shot. If we get too long a response that might drain the batteries, but otherwise we’ll be okay.” 
 A response. Would Cherry speak to her? 
 “Miss - uh, Ada?” Tenrac was looking nervously at her. “I’ve got the tachyon relay pointed at Earth. What’s your message?” 
 “Can you send our location along with the message?” Ada led Turou back over to Elsa, and Tenrac nodded. “Okay. Who will get it? Anyone anywhere near Earth?” 
 “I can tighten the beam but I’d rather not, in case the simulation is a bit off. Frankly, at this angle, we’re covering everything in the Sol system all the way out to Saturn. And anything in an expanding cone behind that.” 
 She nodded. “Tell me when I can start talking.” 
 Tenrac’s ears twitched. “Now.” 
 Everyone fell quiet. Ada took a deep breath, and spoke in her own first tongue. 
 “Gods on the ring, this is Arbiter Ada Liu. I need my ship - Cherry - and if this message doesn’t reach Cherry directly, I need you to relay it. No demands, no quibbling. I need my ship. If I don’t get it, I’m never going to be able to get back to Earth and help you uphold the zeroth law. I can come back and help humanity thrive, but not without Cherry. Send me my ship.” 
 She took another deep breath. 
 “Cherry, if you can hear me directly - I really, really need your help. Come quiet, find my suit, and be ready for a fight.” She slipped back into the colonial tongue and glanced at Tenrac.  “That’s it.” 
 There was a clicking sound, and Tenrac nodded. “It’s done. Now let’s see if -” 
 She froze, and everybody else tensed up as the officer looked back up. 
 “We’re - we’re receiving an answer! But I can’t hear it.” Her ears swiveled wildly. “What’s wrong with the speakers?” 
 Ada’s heart leapt and crashed at the same time. “I blew them up to stop that virus from shouting at us! Don’t you have anything else?” 
 “Just a second, rerouting to my console speaker - I -” 
 A sudden flickering of light on the console drew the officer’s attention. Her ears drooped, and she glanced at Ada. “A circuit overload from the main network just fried our tachyon relay.” 
 Ada squeezed her fists. “Did - did you record the answer?” 
 “The relay is integrated with the signal storage database.” Tenrac slumped on her chair. “It’s all fried.” 
 She took a deep breath, pacing back and forth across the bridge. “They -  somebody  answered. From Earth.” 
 “Yes. But we have no idea who it was or what they said.” 
 Somebody had answered. Her first thought was Cherry, but it could have been the gods. It could also have been someone else entirely. It could have been anyone, really. But if Cherry knew she was out here and needed help… Quietly, she was relieved they had at least gotten an answer. 
 Turou cleared his throat. “On the bright side, this means the message was received. So if your ship got it, it must be on its way.” 
 Adrall shook his head. “And it’ll have to get from Earth to the hardlinked jumpgate to Freyja, then somehow find its way to Chang’e’s only gate. That could take days. If we don’t get picked up in the next fourteen hours we’re going to be crushed in Chang’e’s atmosphere. If life support is down, we’ll be dead in ten.” 
 Ada paced in front of the narrow, heavily reinforced window looking out onto space. As the others started debating options and tallying their limited resources on the bridge, she thought about what she knew. 
 Cherry might be coming for her, but if not, she still needed to get off this ship. Either way, she needed another ship. Who would come pick up the crew of a random, damaged freighter headed for fiery death in a gas giant? In the midst of some kind of social crisis? Maybe nobody. 
 Who would come pick up  her?

 Someone she had been meaning to kill. She smiled. 
 “Tenrac - we have normal comms, right?” 
 Tenrac’s ears flicked. “System comms, yes. There’s a delay, but anything in Chang’e selenial should be no more than ten seconds out. That includes Chang’e, the stations on Yutu, some SysSec ships and stations, military fleet segments, a whole lot of civilian traffic -” 
 “Let’s call the military.” 
 Elsa immediately stepped up to her. “Ada, what are you thinking?” 
 She grinned. “I say hi, Senjat comes running -” 
 “That’s a terrible idea -” 
 “Then I kill him and we take over his ship.” 
 Adrall groaned and grabbed his muzzle with his hand, staggering away. “Baoji, why me?” 
 Elsa bit her lip. “Still a terrible idea. What if they try to blast us from afar? Maybe you’re just too much trouble.” 
 She stepped up to the thick glass shielding them from the nothing of space, and laid a hand on it. “Can we get to an airlock? I can put a wraith outside to defend us. But if we’re already on a course to crash into the planet, why would they need to shoot us?” 
 Elsa frowned. “Baoji, any ideas for getting her to an airlock?” 
 He was scratching the fur of his neck. “Ada, you don’t need to get out yourself, do you? You just need to throw some magic out there.” 
 She nodded cautiously. “Yes, but I need to make it here first.” 
 “Tenrac, you said we have control of sanitation? Could she send a…” He made a confused hand gesture and frowned deeply. “Something through the pipes? To an airlock, or a valve or something?” 
 Tenrac blinked, closing her eyes. “I haven’t worked the pipes in a while, but there are definitely valves along the way we could open and close. How big an object are we talking?” 
 Ada mimed with her hands. “Uh, pretty small. I don’t know how small I can get, but maybe this?” 
 Tenrac grimaced. “Whatever it is, if you can send it down the bridge toilet I should be able to open and close valves along the plumbing system to let you out without opening us to a vacuum. You can exit from another toilet on the floor below us, then you’re on your own.” 
 Elsa raised an eyebrow at her, apparently a bit reassured and a bit amused by the plan. “This could be memorable.” 
 Ada tilted her head and grinned. “Elsa, if you forget  any  of our time together I’ll be very offended.” 
 They traded tired chuckles as Elsa took a step back. “Well - get to it. Do your magic, then we make the call.” 
 “To be clear.” Adrall coughed, glancing between them. “What, exactly, is this  magic? ” 
 Ada shook her head. He could develop his own understanding when he saw it. She crossed her legs, rested her hands palms up on her knees, and took a deep breath that lasted for hours. 
 She willed tangles of black spindles, interlocking and interweaving into tentacular geometric structures, from her fingertips. The work of creating a wraith she could link to her mind was growing easier and easier each time, her mind more and more familiar with the motions. With just a splinter of time she carved out of air the fuliginous black etchings of an almost-living extension of herself. 
 Then she gave it eyes, and cast up in front of the window a vast rectangle caught in four sides of writhing code where the wraith’s eyes would show what they saw. She kept another set just over her own eyes, for the sake of ease, then slipped back into higher time. 
 “Good god.” Adrall grumbled. “It’s real.” 
 “This is what the wraith can see, so keep an eye on it. I can still hear you. Where’s this toilet?” 
 Through the wraith’s eyes she looked around, and Kosk rose from his station to make towards a small door. “Over here. It’s dry now, but when Tenrac activates some of the valves there may be water.” 
 “That’s fine.” As the wraith, she clambered up onto the basin and began to contract her entire shape, looking down into the empty plumbing with certainly a slight sense of amusement. “Tenrac, tell me when.” 
 The technical officer nodded, barely visible through the code Ada was using to see through the wraith’s eyes, and they started. Each mechanical thud was a sign to go, or to stop, and Tenrac called each one out clearly before engaging the systems. The wraith moved further and further into the plumbing, flaring light sigils to see, occasionally buffeted by sloshing water. 
 Then she was free. She still heard the people on the bridge, of course - but they were distant from her conscience. She was alone in this part of the ship, which had clearly been torn through by a strong wind. 
 Had any of the other crew made it out alive? How could she defend the ship from attack? Could she, maybe, recover that tachyon transmitter? Could she seal the ship’s open wounds and stop it from bleeding air? 
 Her body, far away, smiled. She could do all those things. 
 Before long she had four wraiths moving through the ship, all tethered to her, each one a room she could step into at will even as she continued feeling the others. 
 The easiest thing was sealing the ship. This AI virus had only opened airlocks, and microscopic disintegrations and weldings, with a few bits of metal salvaged from unnecessary walls, were enough to force the airlocks shut. They wouldn’t readily open again, but that was for future Adrall to deal with. 
 Had any of the crew survived? She shuffled one of her wraiths around the ship, looking through windows - and yes! To her pleasant surprise, and to the clear sighs of relief from the people on the bridge, several of the crew had managed to lock or seal themselves into safe locations. Some wore space suits, some were in specially sealed rooms, and two appeared to have made it into one of the smaller trawler ships, which had not been infected by the virus. 
 Defending the ship from attack was tricky, but she knew it would require multiple wraiths, so she etched more and more and got them scratching the hull full of reinforcement and energy absorption sigils, and filled these wraiths with a pure desire to defend the ship from incoming attacks. 
 One last wraith slunk over to the tachyon transmitter. It looked fine, but Tenrac insisted it looked bad. Still, she tore into it, digging and inspecting. Coding more reinforcement sigils. Apparently, there was nothing to be done. 
 Where else had the virus gotten? Was life support still functioning? She tried leading some of the crew towards the trawlers, but much of the ship was missing air. She sealed a window that had somehow broken, defending the ship. Some of the wraiths wondered if they could divert the ship - no,  she  was wondering if she could use them to do it. But she was everywhere. Why was Tenrac complaining that she was looking at the tachyon relay again? They might be able to salvage it, and bring the crew to the bridge. No tunnels. She should really reinforce the pressurized gas blisters, but Adrall was shouting about magic and another broken window. She found the window and defended it. 
 “Ada!” 
 Belatedly, she realized Elsa had struck her body’s face with the palm of her hand. She shook her head, but when she stopped it kept shaking. “Elsa? What are you -” 
 “You’re fine, you’re good, you’ve done enough. Stop.” 
 Good enough? But she hadn’t looked at the tachyon relay yet. “What? Listen, just -” 
 “No.” Gingerly, Elsa prodded at the video code swirling around Ada’s eyes; she had put on thick gloves. “Stop it or you’re going to kill us all.” 
 She let the code fall away, knowing that at any time she could bring up a connection to the wraiths again. “What’s wrong, Isavel?” 
 Elsa looked at her darkly. “ This  is what’s wrong. You’ve been at it for an hour. You need to stop or you’ll collapse.” 
 Turou shuffled over to them. “Here, I’ve got it.” He was offering Ada food, she realized. It was some kind of sticky bar, and as she ate it she found it sweet and nutty. 
 An  hour?  With all the time dilation and contraction, it was difficult to tell anymore. Maybe a colonial hour was different. Hard to say. Kind of like honey. 
 “What did she do to the gas blisters?” Adrall was still unhappy. “If those things explode -” 
 “Made them stronger.” Ada glanced at him, realizing the great black webbing supporting the screen view of the first wraith’s eyes was still writing and alive at the head of the bridge. “The crew -” 
 “Sixteen accounted for. I think we lost eleven people.” Tenrac’s voice was flat. “Slamming doors and open airlocks, mostly.” 
 Adrall growled a little. “Well, if we’re ready for part two of this insane plan, we should comm the military.” 
 Baoji was leaning over Kosk’s terminal. “Looks like the group coordinator is the  Song of Fire .” 
 Elsa inspected her face carefully. “Are you okay? Do you need to rest?” 
 “I’m fine.” Ada stuffed the last of the mouth into her bar and stood up and swayed on her feet as her eyes exploded with stars. She was not fine, but she wanted to finish this. “Fine fine. Let me talk to that idiot.” 
 “Just let me make the call.” Elsa straightened her shoulders. “It’s as good as you doing it.” 
 She took a few steps towards Adrall’s terminal and then slumped down, leaning against it, light-headed. “Okay. Any more food?” 
 Adrall flicked a gaze at Turou. “No point in rationing when we’ll either be dead or saved in a few hours. Feed the wizard.” 
 “Sorceress.” She grinned as Elsa stepped past her to the terminal, and some clicks and beeps came forth from the machine’s small speakers. 
  
 Senjat Ashur’s voice. His words seemed benign, his voice furious. “Captain Hesk, I believe? Your ship seems to be suffering from erratic behavior and a black magic infestation. How can your government assist you?” 
 Elsa was clearly not enjoying this. “Admiral Ashur, this is Lieutenant Carrera. Unfortunately, the ship is as good as derelict. We need a rescue.” 
 “Carrera?” Senjat’s scowl resonated from the machine. “Yes, we can’t let you be late for your court martial.” 
 “With all due -” Elsa grunted. “Listen, we - including Ada Liu - need off this ship. I’m sure my employee evaluation can wait. And can be conducted in a public setting.” 
 “Don’t worry, Elsa. You will be granted all the leniency due to you under military regulation and civilian law.” His voice crackled with static and insincerity. “Maintain your present course and do not resist boarding parties. This conversation is over.” 
 Elsa kept her lips sealed as she huffed out a long sigh through her nose, then shook her head. “Well, for whatever good that will do us.” 
 Ada was not feeling much better, even after Turou had given her another food bar. Perhaps she had overdone it, trying to personally command a dozen wraiths around in realtime. But they were very specific tasks that needed to be done. 
 Wait, who was on the speaker now? That wasn’t Senjat. A woman’s voice, familiar. “We are here with an executive warrant for the arrest of Senjat Ashur. We will dispatch rescue craft -” 
 Why were the people on the bridge shouting, now? She collapsed onto the floor. Those answers would have to wait. 
 Somebody moved her at some point - two people, huffing and puffing as their weak bodies struggled to drag her across the floor. She occasionally heard shouting and comm crackling, none of it committed to memory. She did not dream. 
 “What the fuck is that?” 
 Was this a dream? She felt a rocking motion, and hands. Then a sharp sting to her face. She blinked her eyes open and found Turou looking at her with concern and gently shaking her shoulder, Elsa with the steely gaze of a powerful caged animal. It seemed clear which one had slapped her in the face, and she wasn’t sure whether that made it more or less likely this was a dream. 
 “Ada! Get up!” Elsa gestured towards the main terminals of the bridge. “Something’s happening.” 
 She did feel better, at least, even though she was still groggy. The two colonials tried to help her up and almost immediately winced under the strain, so she swung herself up and swayed a bit on her feet before taking a cautious step forward. That was fine. “What’s going on?” 
 “You’ve been out of it for almost eight hours, for one thing.” Baoji was standing over with Kosk, looking at something on the officer’s terminal, both mirrans’ ears flatted. “And something a few klicks from us just blew up the radio spectrum like fucking fireworks.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 Elsa pointed to an image on Adrall’s console; it was some kind of wispy, rainbow-hued cloud. “It means something just exploded and we don’t know what it was.” 
 “Eight hours? Who -?” 
 “Ada Liu. Good morning. My sensors indicate you are now awake.” 
 Ada’s eyes shot wide open. 
 “ Cherry! ” 
 The response came crisp and clean through the terminal’s little speaker. “Your freighter appears to be suffering severe structural damage and computational infection. You’ve mitigated the worst of the damage, but if you like I can connect with the systems and purge the viral infection itself.” 
 She pressed her face against the bridge window, looking for her ship out against the dark. She couldn’t see anything - the freighter was headed straight for Chang’e Major, and the vast sphere of clouds and sky filled the entire viewport. “Cherry!” 
 “What?” Baoji sounded confused, perhaps doubly so since Cherry was a word in her own language. “Is that your ship? That’s impossible. Nine hour transit? Nowhere on the scan?” 
 She was staring at the screen on Adrall’s terminal, but she didn’t see anything else there. “Cherry is - um - Adrall, my ship can fix the AI infection!” 
 Elsa’s eyes widened. “Isn’t your ship  also  an AI?” 
 “Yes, but - no, wait!” She spun around wildly, unsure of where to look as she spoke. “Cherry, the AI virus might infect you.” 
 “Doubtful.” The response sounded almost amused. “This freighter’s core systems run on quantum computers, which are an entire paradigm of information technology behind my own systems. I am not concerned.” 
 “Where the hell are you?” 
 There was a brief pause, then a shadow. “Here.” 
 Ada spun around to the window. Cherry, all sleek blacks with violently sleek red highlights, was floating just on the other side of the glass, blocking much of their view of the planet. Everyone else on the bridge gaped openly and stumbled back, but Ada laughed and ran up to the glass, pressing her hands and face against it. “Cherry! I’ve missed you so much!” 
 This time the voice came through the suit, so familiar, directly into her mind.  Thank you. Shall I attempt the override?

 She glanced at Adrall. “I’m going to get my ship to purge the AI. Don’t worry and don’t fuss.”  Then she subvocalized.  Yes . 
 Her heart was racing as the  Watersmoke’s  controls and lights suddenly flickered. They all started floating, drifting up into microgravity. Then, after what felt like a minute, everything flickered back on again, and the ship appeared to be rotating away from the planet. They weren’t on their feet, but this was a good sign. 
 Cherry’s voice broke through the comm, this time speaking in the colonial language with surprising fluency. “The infection was not recent. It has been in the quantum system for years.” 
 Adrall was flicking through his terminal with great agitation. “It’s - it’s all clear again. We have full system control, and there’s already a course set to move away from the planet.” He glanced up at Cherry. “What the hell is that thing?” 
 “My ship.” She grinned broadly. “My wonderful ship.” 
 She turned around to find Baoji gaping at her. “How the hell did your ship get here from  Earth , Ada? It just - out of  nowhere  -” 
 Tenrac stammered excitedly. “Captain, captain, the entire ship is being pressurizing. We don’t have enough atmosphere to recover from a second breach, but in a minute we should be able to collect the survivors and tend to injuries.” 
 Ada just couldn’t stop staring out the window at those sleek black curves and their brilliant red slashes. 
 Then somebody made a horrible, horrible mistake. 
 “Captain Hesk!” Senjat Ashur, shouting through the comms. “Whatever you’re doing, cease it immediately. We’re one hour from rendezvous, and the Grand Admiral has ordered you to disregard that traitorous arrest warrant -” 
 Ada felt a peculiar thing. For a moment her blood boiled, the pressure building in her veins and, with nowhere to go, threatening to tear her apart from within her veins. Then she realized it  did  have somewhere to go. 
 She spun around and flung herself at the terminal, metal creaking as her hands and her weight strained the colonial machinery. “Hello Senjat. You never should have messed with me.” 
 She flung herself through microgravity at the door.  Cherry, get to the hangar bay. Ask them to open it for you if you can - it’s polite . 

Yes, Ada . 
 “Ada?” Elsa was shouting at her. “Ada, what are you -” 
 She turned her awkwardly-welded bridge door into a great ashen hole, diving back down the ship’s newly pressurized spine ladder, shunting herself along far faster than she would have been able to climb. Elsa’s shouting quickly dwindled behind her. 
 When she arrived in the hangar she found the airlock sealed, but she could already see Cherry settling into the hangar, over by Baoji’s Peregrine, as the hangar door closed. 
 When the airlock opened, she drew in her legs and kicked herself into the vast space of the hangar, drifting forwards towards her ship, thumping awkwardly against the cockpit with her arms wide to give the ship a hug. 

Hello, Ada.

 “You stupid ship.”  The glass slid open, she slipped inside the familiar cockpit, and as soon as the cockpit sealed again she found gravity reasserting itself. A small pouch of almonds fell to the ground and scattered. Had she left that there last time? They probably weren’t good to eat. 
 She laughed. It didn’t matter anymore when she slipped her fingers into the control groves and was suddenly one with the ship.  I’ve missed you so much.

 They spun in the air, watching the the hangar door slide open again, and as soon as Cherry’s geometric intuitions knew there was enough space, they zipped out into nothing. 
 She was  free . 
 Ada whooped as she wrenched the ship into a tight curve, multiple points of awareness flaring in her mind. Senjat and his followers were not far. She swerved around the  Watersmoke  in a helix, coming to rest opposite the bridge again, and stared down to see her friends and comrades gaping at her. She reached out with her mind, naturally as anything in the world, to send them her voice. “Take care of the crew. I’ll handle Senjat.” 
 Elsa’s voice came back to her. “Ada - Ada there are hundreds of people on those ships -” 
 She squeezed the transmissions shut. Everybody on those ships had made a choice to follow Senjat Ashur, especially in the face of divisive disputes in the Union. All Ada could do was chuckle, shake her head, and turn towards the  Song of Fire  and its entourage. She flexed the six fins that spread out on either side of her like they were her own limbs. 
 “Cherry, why didn’t you come find me?” 

You commanded me to guard the Elysium crystal, which by the way was never attacked or investigated by anyone. I remained there and never received further transmissions from you. Your suit’s non-emergency transmitter cannot break the ionosphere.

 “Gods.” Baoji had been right about one thing. “I’ve got lots of questions, but right now - what can you tell me about these ships?” 

I’ve been running tactical analyses since entering the system. These ships are technologically equivalent to the fleets of late twenty-second century Earth. They are an order of magnitude less powerful than present-day Earth technology.

 She smiled.  “ How  much less powerful?” 

The cruiser, for example, is armed with twenty-two laser turrets, eighteen rocket pods, and six railguns. It is protected by a multilayered shell of ablative armor over electric reactive armor, and has numerous laser point defense measures. All of these technologies were discarded by my original designers as outdated.

 “So they don’t stand a chance.” 

Unless our strategic objective requires a tactical loss here, I estimate our odds of a successful engagement at 100%.

 Ada laughed. “Just the kind of numbers I like to hear.” 
 As she slid through space towards Senjat’s military force, fins spread out and shields passively ready for impact, Ada saw and  felt  the pickets and interceptors moving into space in front of the cruiser. A defensive formation? Laughable. She sped up, and could almost feel the solar winds whipping past her. 
 As she approached the enemy formation some of them suddenly burst with tiny children. She squeezed time to find lines curving through space towards her. At their origins, Cherry filled in the details - explosive EMP rockets with homing devices, designed to disable ships. They were long-ranged, fast, highly explosive, utterly harmless. Ada slipped back into realtime and let the rockets come. 
 “Let’s have some fun.” 

What do you mean?

 “The rockets are controlled by machines, right? Computers?” 

Yes.

 “I hear you’re good at computational warfare.” 
 Nine rockets were closing fast. Much of that speed was Cherry’s own - she vastly outmatched anything else in the Chang’e system, as far as Ada could tell - but the rockets themselves were also designed for speed. Her eyes followed the lines they were tracing through space in slowtime, her mind twisting Cherry’s fins around, aiming her weapons along those same lines. Six fins meant four spaces. Five rockets had to go. Ada smiled as her mental muscles contracted in bursts of weaponfire, pinpoint zips of hard light squeezed out to intersect five of the rocket paths. 
 A transmission buzzed at the back of her mind from the cruiser, and she let it through. An unpleasantly familiar voice buzzed through the fighter’s speakers. 
 “Who is this? Where did that ship come from? You’re firing on military hardware, and if you don’t stand down this instant I will open fire with all my -” 
 Ada cut him off. “Fuck you, Senjat. You wanted to study me? Find out how to hurt my people? Here’s your only chance to try. Have fun.” 
 Hard fragments of light connected with the rockets, one after the other, and she slowed time just to savour the brief bursts of colour. Then she was back in realtime, remaining rockets on their way, fins flexing in space behind her. 
 “Cherry, we’re going to grab those rockets.” 

We could destroy them. What is the utility of this plan?

 “Fun! Intimidation.” 

Very well. Fun can yield mental health benefits, and intimidation can be tactically and strategically useful.

 They swerved through space. Lined the rockets up just right. Got them weaving clover and closer to one another. Close enough. She’d need to spin the ship, but that was fine. 
 Time slowed. 
 It was child's play, as the rockets closed in on her, to shift Cherry slightly sideways and pinch each of the rockets, one by one, between her flexible tail fins. One, two, three… four. All hers. 

Cherry, can you recode them to hunt the ships that fired them?


Yes, quite easily. It will be done in one-point-three seconds.

 Just enough time to spin the ship around and toss them back in the right direction. 
 Cherry pitched forward, slowly rolling in time dilation as Ada watched the lines in her field of vision twist like wet rope. The rockets were bright flares the colour of worry at the corners of her mind, singing rage at first, but suddenly their song changed. So apologetic now, so regretful of ever trying to hurt her. 
 They were aimed. They were ready. She heaved forward, tossing the rockets with her fins back towards the very pickets that had fired them. She spun in real-time, steadying at exactly the right moment, feeling the pull of the  Song of Fire  ahead of her. The rockets, tainted by dark Earth code that turned them against their owners, soared brilliant through the black. 
 She swooped out of the way, looking for a better angle. Suddenly something started plinking against her shield. 

The interceptors are firing laser weapons at us.

 Each strike barely registered. Ada laughed. “Fuck them.” 
 She swerved sideways, rolling through space, but the lasers were still on her. She spun the ship around in space and blasted great hexagonal sheets of hard light in their direction, glittering blue slices through the void. Distance wouldn’t save them. She saw how they were moving in space, saw the cones of travel their propulsion restricted them to. Pathetic. 
 The first rocket connected with the picket it had come from, briefly bursting into light and paralyzing the ship in space. Then the next, ripping a hole into its side, venting atmosphere and knocking the ship out. The third one cracked right into the cockpit of its picket, but the fourth ship managed to shoot its rocket down with a laser. There were still five pickets left. 
 The blasts Ada had fired off towards the interceptors burst into a blue hail of electric fragments of light. They tore through the small ships, puncturing a thousand holes in each that sprayed atmosphere and blood and coolant into the void, glittering and frozen. 
 She was already within spitting distance of the picket ships. 
 Transmission. Senjat Ashur. 
 “Ada Liu, what you’re doing is an act of war -” 
 “Everybody knows what you did.” Shields up. Active. A hard shell of blue light, twisting, flattening, the point of a knife. 
 She dove straight into the nearest picket, shields rippling white under the impact, tearing through the ship’s armor and hull like paper. 
 Another transmission. Different voice. Sanako? “Ada! Ada what are you doing?!” 
 She felt out. The transmission was from a ship Cherry somehow knew was called the  Empress . Good gods, there was a whole second military fleet in the system surrounding that one, with even more and even larger ships. “Sanako? Where are you?” 
 “I’m with Admiral Derksen. Zhilik is here, Ada. We want to -” 
 They were out of her way. “Good.” She killed all the transmissions. She had better things to do. 
 Four picket ships left. The interceptors were drifting through space, dead in the water, and one of them collided with the debris of the picket she had just torn apart, brilliant orange and white fireworks. 
 Another picket was in her line of sight, the one in the middle. She peppered it with weaponfire that shredded its armor. This  was  child's play, and she almost giggled as she dipped towards the nearest picket and jutted out her three starboard fins. They connected with the picket’s small bridge, shearing through the viewport and the crew and the systems, jostling her flight but not dealing any appreciable damage. One left. 
 It was firing at Ada, lasers and a few rockets, and she filled the world ahead of her with a violence that swept everything away. Nothing solid got through, and the shrapnel joined her gunfire in slamming into the picket ship’s hull, blasting holes in it and knocking it out. 
 Shields up, point of a knife. 
 Another transmission came through. She recognized Zhilik’s voice. “Ada, I understand your anger, but -” 
 She forced the transmission shut again. He could just be saying what they wanted him to say. She forced the entire communications system to shut down, so she wouldn’t be interrupted again. 
 She cut through the last ship like butter and swung Cherry around to face the  Song of Fire  itself. It was huge, bulky, like some great bloated fish. Fish tasted good. Ada laughed as she dove towards it. 
 Suddenly the ship was alight with points of fire, and she realised it was firing rockets at her. Lots and  lots  of rockets. Helpfully, Cherry counted them.  A full salvo of 108 warheads.

 Ada shook her head. “That they even bother.” 
 The rockets curved through the firmament towards her as she closed the distance. They were about as maneuverable as garbage in a strong wind. She clipped past the top level of the cruiser’s tower shape, the rockets trying their best to avoid striking the  Song  itself, but one of them managed to do it anyway. The explosion felt pleasant to Cherry’s sensors, like a grape popping in her mouth. 
 The rest of the rockets pursued her as Cherry’s voice piped up.  We could flip and fire on the rockets.

 She felt a predatory grin come over her, rolling her shoulders. “But that’s not as  fun! ” 
 She dove away from the  Song , rockets in pursuit. They arced wide, straightening out far too slowly. She could use this. She spun around in space, her fins twisting to pepper the  Song  with weak fire as a distraction, letting the rockets slowly curve back around towards the ship itself. A few heavier shots - railguns - struck her shields almost perceptibly, but she didn’t fear them. She dove towards the upper edge of the ship’s flank, spun Cherry around, and dug her fins into the ship’s hull behind her. The Union hull crackled and popped with futile countermeasures that the exotic materials of Cherry’s own hull shrugged off with contempt. 
 The rockets were closing in on her and the cruiser, coming in a nice straight line. 
 Suddenly the  Song of Fire ’s point defenses picked off incoming rockets, those explosions triggering others nearby, Ada’s whole plan collapsing into a cloud of fire and shrapnel headed straight for her. She roared, detaching from the  Song  and diving down to let the debris scatter across the hull. She dug her fins into the ship as she went, snapping through two laser turrets in the process. Fucking futile. She rolled around under the  Song of Fire ’s belly, blasting holes into its underside. 
 Out beyond the tip. She was in deep space again, and she swung around after a moment, facing the  Song ’s bridge viewport. Shields at 98%. She was fine. 
 Optical zoom. 
 She could see Senjat’s face, reddish-brown with rage, as he pointed out towards her and shouted. 
 Yeah, fuck this guy. 
 Shields up. 
 Fins out. 
 She extended her shield across the shape of the fins, sharpened it in front of her nose. She was a sword of blue, her crossguard six angry claws of hard light. She twisted in space, rolling, aiming straight for the bridge. 
 Impact. 
 Her shields thrummed opaque white under the strain, suddenly disliking the effort, but she heard the screams of metal being torn apart. Here, now, space was not silent like it was on Union ships. She plunged forward, tearing through steel bones and fluid-pipe wire entrails, gutting the vessel. 
 Something exploded. Ada had died once before, and that was more than enough. Time dilation. Shields at 65%. Time to get out of here. The fusion core was somewhere ahead, and she did not want to fly into the fury of a trapped star. 
 She dug sideways, bursting out of the hull in a gush of fire and light, and suddenly everything was black. 
 Black with points of light in the distance. Shards of metal drifting in the void. 
 She spun Cherry around to see the  Song of Fire  bleeding oxygen fires and crew and debris out into space. Where was that fusion core? 
 Ah, Cherry sensed it. There it was. Bright yellow in Cherry’s ghostly vision. 
 It was quite an exact understanding of its position in space, actually. She twitched a single fin on Cherry’s right side, and a single little blue hexagon zipped down the line between Ada and the fusion core. What would it do? 
 Of course it exploded. 
 The world was bright white, the detonation sent wreckage flying in every direction, and for a moment Ada was gently shoved back by debris and explosive gases slamming into her shields. 59%. Then they started recovering, because apparently there was nothing this ship could not do. 
 She spun around in space, kicked forward, zooming back through the void towards the  Watersmoke . She broadcast to every ship in the vicinity, roaring in triumph.  This  was Earth.  This  was Ada Liu.  This  was her heritage. 
 Behind her lay nothing but death and the disappointment of fools. 
 Woe betide anyone who tried to fuck with Ada Liu. 
  




Chapter 15

 Space was so much smaller now, t he  Watersmoke  just minutes away. Even as she reached out to them, she was grinning ear to ear with the ease of it. It was all the effort of a single thought to speak to them. “Adrall! Open up the hanger bay.” 
 His voice wobbled through uneasily. “Uh - yes - of course, Ada.” 
 The door opened just quick enough for her to slip in without waiting. Cherry’s fins secured her within the hangar, and as soon as the space had been sealed and pressurized she leapt out into weak gravity and scampered across a strut towards the ship interior. 
 Baoji, Elsa, and Turou were all waiting. Elated, she flung out her arms out and managed to grab Turou and Baoji both. “I’m back! I did it! That was - wasn’t that  incredible? ” 
 It was when they tensed and struggled away from her that she realized something was wrong. She looked at them; if anything, they looked oddly cautious, Elsa especially. “Incredible? Yes, Ada, it is incredible. You just killed at least a hundred people.” 
 Baoji was staring straight past her. “What the  fuck  is that thing?” 
 She frowned. “My ship? Listen - they were following Senjat -” 
 “They were following  orders! ” Elsa was actually angry. 
 “They chose to follow him!” Ada didn’t know why she had to point this out to them. “They could have left at any time! They chose him as their leader -” 
 “No!” Elsa groaned. “You fucking savage, that’s not how it  works!  They didn’t  choose  to hunt you, they were doing what they were told because it’s their  job!  There are consequences for disobeying orders - they were going to kill me for convenience, what do you think they’d do if you actively spat in their faces? We can’t just run around doing whatever the fuck we want and pissing off when things don’t go our way!” 
 Ada felt the heat rising across her face. “That’s literally how I live my  entire life , Elsa!” 
 “Please, please!” Turou was holding his hands up. “Elsa, Ada clearly hasn’t adjusted to the Union yet. There’s some kind of misunderstanding here about how her culture manages hierarchies -” 
 “She’s a rabid fucking wolverine and now she’s got a robot snub fighter that can eat entire fleets!” 
 Ada slammed her fist into the bulkhead. “ They were trying to kill us! ” 
 Baoji tapped on the glass. “Hey. Hey. Ada?” 
 She rounded on him. “What?” 
 He nodded into the hangar. “We watched you on the sensors. Ships can’t move like that, can’t bank in space like that, can’t redirect their momentum at a moment’s notice like that. I didn’t even see any thrusters firing. What…” He shook his head and flicked his ears. “How does it  do  that?” 
 Ada frowned. She didn’t know, but she shot Elsa an angry glance that hopefully communicated just how much better a topic this was. “I don’t know. Cherry?” 
 Cherry knew what she wanted and spoke directly from her suit. Perhaps she knew the local language through that connection, too. “Thrust technology was discarded by Earth shipwrights in 2327 when -” 
 Elsa crossed her arms. “What now, then? Ada, there was a whole other Union fleet here to arrest Ashur. He was apparently not acting with presidential authority; the whole thing was illegal. We could have been  fine.  What is the military going to do now that you turned a battlegroup into slag?” 
 Ada scowled at her. “They’re going to be  terrified  of me. Cherry, could we take out the rest of the fleet?” 
 Cherry responded happily. “Yes. Destroying the carrier currently stationed outside the local jumpgate as well as its escort would not put us at significant tactical risk.” 
 “See?” Ada grinned with her teeth. 
 “Tactically.” Cherry’s voice remained cheerful, despite what Ada knew was an impending correction. “If the Union has access to antimatter warheads, an antimatter bomb on the kilogram scale detonating at the edge of weapons range could be enough to disable my shields and destroy my hull. Alternatively, there are strategic and political complications that could arise from aggressive action. These are difficult to determine without more data and a thorough analysis.” 
 Baoji was shaking his head. “How did it get here so damned fast? From Earth? That’s not possible. Was it following you?” 
 Cherry spoke up for herself. “I travelled here directly from Earth. Transit time was approximately nine hours, of which eight was spent recovering energy between jumps.” 
 “That’s impossible . You can’t - did you say jumps? Did you deploy your own wormhole? ” 
 “I did not. Warp travel distorts spacetime to -” 
 Ada held up her hands. “Woah, okay, stop.” She waited for them all to look at her. “Look, maybe I only should have killed Senjat. Too late. Elsa, do you think we should talk to whoever is in that other fleet?” 
 “Derksen and Derrat.” Elsa had not uncrossed her arms. “They originally promised to debrief us and let us go. Before you killed scores of service personnel.” 
 Cherry interrupted. “Ada, I believe a certain Admiral Derksen of the  Empress  hailed me specifically, after the engagement. We may want to respond.” 
 Ada blinked. The  Empress  - Zhilik was on that ship too. And Sanako. What if they were being held hostage? She glanced at the others and they watched her intently. “Okay. Let’s hear it.” 
 Felisha Derksen’s voice chimed through Cherry’s connection to the suit, and Elsa let out an uncomfortable sigh through her nose. “Ada Liu?” 
 “That’s me.” 
 There was a tense pause on the other side of the communication line. “You just destroyed a sizeable Union battle group. Yesterday the government started processing a law that recognizes Earth as a sovereign state with which we currently -” 
 “Spare me the shit, Felisha.” Ada turned away from her companions, not sure where to look at the disembodied voice. “What do you want from me?” 
 She could almost hear Felisha pursing her lips. “This will make things politically difficult. But the presidency is insisting we move forward. They would like you to sign a treaty formally establishing diplomatic recognition between the Union and Earth. Their representative can explain more when you dock with the  Empress .” 
 “What’s a treaty?” 
 She could hear Felisha’s exasperation. She said something muffled, not directed at her, and suddenly Zhilik was on the line. “Ada. Are you alright?” 
 She laughed into her own language. “Did you see the fight? I won!” 
 “I saw. I meant emotionally. This is not Earth. Wars are not fought the same way by the same sorts of people.” He seemed to cough. “A treaty is an agreement to recognize each other as equals. A promise not to harm you or steal from you or invade Earth, more or less.” 
 That made a lot more sense. She flashed a smile at her companions, then realized they hadn’t understood her native language. “Fine, tell her I’ll agree. I can fly over there soon.” 
 “I look forward to seeing you. I believe Admiral Derksen needs to -” 
 Felisha’s voice clipped in quickly. “Please come here and leave your paranoia at the door. We’ve seen what you can do when cornered and have no intention of provoking you or your ship. When you arrive Ensign Oshimi will escort you to the meeting.” 
 The transmission clicked out, and Ada remembered what Cherry had said about reaching here from Earth in nine hours. That was a long time, but not nearly as long as Union ships seemed to take to get anywhere. Baoji thought it was impossible - but it clearly wasn’t. Her ship had never lied to her. 
 She turned to her friends, laying her hands on Elsa’s shoulders. Ada wasn’t sure why she would be so defensive of people who were working to kill her, but that was something to wonder about another time. “I’ll be back in a bit, and we can talk about this.” She winked at Baoji. “And we can compare ships, eh?” 
 Baoji hissed, laughter tinged with despair. “Doesn’t sound fair. Nine hours? Without a gate?” 
 Turou glanced nervously between her and the hangar. “Does your ship have any data on Earth’s history since the technophage happened? I would love to ask - if possible.” 
 Ada nodded and patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll see what I can find out. Be back soon.” 
 Gravity was weak but not completely nonexistent, so she bounded back through the hangar before climbing into the cockpit. As Adrall got the hangar ready to open again, she thought about that. 
 “Cherry? While you were up there, did you… watch Earth? Did you know what has happening?” Did she know what Isavel was doing? 

Only superficially. My sensors were focused on the orbital space through which any threat to the Elysium crystal would have to travel. All I can tell you is that there were no catastrophic events in the general vicinity of Hive, Glass Peaks, or Campus after the Union ships left.

 She swung the ship out of the hangar, curving through space neatly and zipping off towards the  Empress  in the distance. Well, so much for that. She could travel back… but nine hours? She needed to take care of of business here, make sure Elsa and Turou and Baoji were safe and wouldn’t be hurt on her account. She couldn’t just disappear for an eighteen hour round trip, not counting the time she spent running around Earth looking for… anyone. 
 She had time, and now she had the means. She would get around to it. “Okay. Cherry, you’re way more advanced than anything in the Union, aren’t you?” 

Yes. My analysis of active hardware in the system suggests they have only modest quantum computing capabilities on larger vessels, and do not used advanced computational algorithms or artificial intelligences. They are, to put it bluntly, almost two entire generations of computational paradigms behind Earth. They are likely unable to solve many of the more challenging problems of quantum or string physics, information consciousness theory, bilateral matter-energy transformics, multidimensional metamaterial construction, or synthetic neurology. 

 “Hm. After a thousand years.” 

Yes, this does seem unusual. Naïve projections of technological development suggest they should be far in advance of Earth. I cannot yet account for the difference.

 As she cruised through the black, she tried to sieve through her memories. “They mentioned a few hundred years of war with something called Haints that almost killed them all. They outlawed artificial intelligences to protect themselves against Haints in the future. They’re weird about genetics too.” 

This could account for some of the apparent stagnation. Artificial intelligence is a powerful compound multiplier for data analysis and task automation. Applied genetics and genomics were critical to many areas of advanced computation and materials science on Earth, as well as providing tremendous agricultural and healthcare gains that significantly improved health and reduced labour inputs required to avoid human suffering, allowing a higher percentage of labour to be invested in science, among other fields.

 Ada sighed. “Okay. Well, maybe we can get them out of the rut.” The  Empress  was far ahead, several hours’ flight for any Union ship. Cherry was already cruising along quickly, but Ada knew this was still a languid pace. “Let’s show off.” 
 She pushed, feeling the ship’s movement as though it were her own, rushing forward through the void with nothing to stop her. She barely felt like she was moving at all, with almost no points of reference that weren’t tens of thousands of klicks away, but the  Empress  and her escort formation were slowly getting larger and larger. 
 Ada let her mind go blank as she flexing its fins, feeling around the weapons and shields at leisure this time. It was a whole second body, and even with that deadly dance still fresh in mind she wasn’t yet fully used to this again. Her entire being seemed to expand whenever she interfaced with the ship - not unlike what happened when she connected with a wraith, but without the terrifying spectre of death. 
 Before long she was approaching the carrier, an even more massive version of the cruiser, a tower that bulged into a trio of fused towers halfway down its length; those must be hangars. Everything was dull grey and utilitarian, and she imagined her black fighter, with its red slashes and gently undulating fins, must look odd silhouetted against it. 
 An unfamiliar voice directed her to one of the hangars, indicated by a number painted on the hull where a small section of the hangar had opened up for her. She moved in to dock, but Cherry informed her the docking mechanisms were incompatible, so she simply grabbed onto the docking arms with the ship’s fins. 
 “Stay put and stay in contact.” 

Yes, Ada.

 As the hangar pressurized, Ada noticed a familiar face peering through a door on the far side of the docking arms. Sanako. 
 Ada leaned forward. “I think we can trust them, but don’t let your guard down, and don’t let anyone interact with you or damage you. Feel free to threaten them if you need to.” 

Very well.

 The hangar air was soon breathable, and Sanako stepped inside. She looked… wrong, somehow. One of her arms was stiff, and as Ada climbed out of the cockpit she could make out still-healing bruises across the side of her face. She trembled a little as Ada reached her. 
 “Holy shit - Sanako, what happened?” 
 Sanako stuck her chin out. “After Freyja, I was taken in for questioning.” 
 Ada looked her up and down.  Questioning . She may be a savage, but she understood that euphemism. This was her fault. Shit. 
 She looked away, trying to think of what to say. Apologize? That wouldn’t do any good. Offer revenge? “At least I killed the bastard.” 
 Sanako blinked. “Yes. And his crew. I had friends on that ship.” 
 Ada blushed. “Well, I, uh… I did what I had to do.” 
 Sanako continued giving her a blank stare for long enough to make Ada fidget, then turned around and started walking and talking at the same time. “We have a Minister of Foreign Affairs now. He’s waiting for you in a conference room a few floors down. Please follow me.” 
 Ada tried to bite down on her defensiveness and scrambled after her. No friendly chatting, then. Colonial crewmembers stepped aside to avoid or stare at her. They looked scared. 
 She  had  just torn apart a cruiser. They probably should be. 

Ada, I am detecting unusual broadcasts from the planet. The gas giant - not its moons. They appear to be incoming and outgoing, and are heavily encrypted. Should I attempt to break the encryption?

 From the planet? They must have bases there, or ships kept in reserve. Ada kept her eyes ahead, stepping into an elevator with Sanako. Maybe this ship was too big for ladders.  If they won’t notice, yes.


They are encrypted using complex quantum algorithms I have never encountered. This will take time. I will continue to monitor the system for other unusual activity.

 She stepped out of the elevator with Sanako, followed the injured ensign through the halls, and soon stepped into a modest room with a window onto distant, tiny Chang’e Major. Three people were present - Felisha, the mirran admiral Izha, and a tall, brown-skinned human with a square jaw and a broad smile. He reached out his hand as she approached, and she grasped it and shook it, as colonials seemed wont to do. 
 “Ada Liu, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” He didn’t seem nervous or intimidated at all, even though she was by all measures taller and more dangerous than he was. A good actor, then. “My name is Deptha Charaka. The presidency recently appointed me Minister of Foreign Affairs. Right now, that means dealing with Earth.” 
 Ada raised an eyebrow. “Dealing?” 
 “Quite literally, yes.” Deptha was still smiling. “We’ve got a treaty here - it’s written in very plain language, and the presidency has already signed it. I can read it for you.” 
 He was holding out, quite literally, a piece of paper. 
 “No, I can read.” She grabbed it and found the most familiar text, with three other blocks of languages that presumably all said the same thing. She read it out loud. “The Colonial Union hereby reaffirms its recognition of the planet Earth and its Dominion within the Sol system, as defined in Appendix A, as a sovereign state separate from the Colonial Union. All citizens, as defined in Appendix B, of the Earth Dominion will receive second-class rights under the Colonial Citizenship Act while in Union Space. Until formal bureaucratic relations can be established, it is assumed that Union citizens visiting the Dominion will be granted equivalent rights by Dominion authorities. 
 “Until formal bureaucratic relations can be established, it is also assumed that military assets of all kinds will not cross from the Union into the Dominion or vice-versa, barring exceptional circumstances to be agreed upon by representatives of Union and Dominion military forces. 
 “Finally, pending further negotiations, the Colonial Union recognizes Ada Liu of Earth as the Dominion’s primary external representative, and recognizes her authority to act on behalf of the Dominion.” 
 She looked up. “Why Dominion?” 
 Deptha smiled. “Those are the terms used in the Armistice treaty after we won our independence from Earth and Mir. We can change it in future treaties if you like.” 
 She sighed. “So we won’t kill each others’ people, take their things, or go to war against one another, and you’re going to trust that I speak for Earth?” 
 “And any other inhabited bodies in the Sol system, yes.” 
 “You said this was plain language.” 
 Deptha chuckled, looking down. “Yes, well, the lawyers would have made it utterly incomprehensible, but we managed a compromise.” 
 She looked at the piece of paper she was holding; at the bottom were two fingerprints in black ink, one under the name Alan Niu, and the other under the name Jesst Serresk. She had never seen a bulky mirran fingerprint before - nor a human one anywhere other than staining clean glass, for that matter. The third name there, Ada Liu, had no such fingerprint underneath it. Yet. 
 She looked at Deptha, her eyes flicking across to Felisha and Izha, who stood cross-armed and side-by-side. She left Sanako out of this visual address. “Just to make things clear, if by signing this I somehow make you think you have the right to mistreat me or my home planet because of convoluted phrasing riddles, I will personally hunt down and kill all three of you, then figure out a way to bomb your planets to ash. Clear?” 
 “You’ve made your preferred conflict resolution strategies quite clear.” Felisha nodded to the window; Sanako rubbed her arms, as if cold. If she squinted out the window, Ada thought she might see a tiny cloud of wreckage silhouetted against the planet, all that was left of Senjat’s attempt to catch her. 
 “Good. I’ll sign this thing. How -” 
 Deptha was already presenting a small metal box with wet black foam in it. “Touch a finger onto the ink, and then just press it on the paper. Simple.” 
 She hesitated.  Cherry, any way this might be dangerous? A trick?


Based on your suit sensor data, the content of the box is simple black ink. Nothing to be concerned about.

 She nodded and pressed her index finger into the ink, then onto the paper. Done. Treaty signed. 
 She grimaced a bit as she rubbed the ink into her other fingers to thin it out; she would clean up later. Deptha grinned broadly. “Thank you. You are now formally recognized as Earth’s representative in the Union.” 
 A title she would have to leave behind in a hurry when she returned to Earth. Still, perhaps she would come back out here, once she had sorted everything out. It might not hurt to check up on old acquaintances in a few years. 
 “Now that that’s over with, I need to speak with you about an urgent matter.” Felisha stepping forward. “It’s all the more pressing now that we’ve seen what Earth’s tiniest ships are capable of.” 
 Ada looked at the two admirals more closely. They looked stressed, Felisha’s shoulders tense and Izha’s ears flattened, but maybe that wasn’t all Ada’s doing. “What’s going on?” 
 The admirals sent Sanako outside and shut the door, leaving the four of them alone. Felisha took a deep breath. “When the mirrans on Earth started beaming signals at Mir, we noticed an increase in tachyon transmissions through Union space.” Felisha took a deep breath. “Haint transmissions.” 
 Ada scowled, leaning forwards. “Haints? Gods, why am I not surprised?” 
 “Because you’re an impetuous cynic.” Izha grumbled, flicking an ear. “We destroyed the last of their incursions in the war, but military intelligence continues to pick up Haint transmissions pulsing through Union space. Usually just a few every year, very infrequent and very brief. We thought they might have probes just outside our territory.” 
 Outside of Union space? Ada frowned. She hadn’t thought much about the world beyond the Union yet. 
 “Unfortunately, when transmissions started coming in from Earth, the Haint signals became more frequent than we’ve ever seen.” 
 Ada remembered when the outers had first received messages from the Union. “You told them to stop transmitting.” 
 “Yes. We feared that further signals from Earth would… cause a reaction.” 
 “An invasion?” 
 “We don’t know.” 
 Ada had a sinking feeling she knew the answer to the question she was about to ask better than they did. “From where?” 
 “We don’t know. This is why we were considering returning to Earth to recover military hardware, or at least to understand why the Haints went through the trouble of creating the technophage to knock out Earth. We thought Earth might somehow have been too dangerous for them to attack directly.” Felisha glanced at Izha. “This was why Admiral Ashur decided to collect you from Earth, for study and to plan return missions.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. All this because the first outer transmissions had excited the Haints somehow. “Well, our ships chew yours to fucking pieces apparently, so there’s that.” 
 Felisha’s fists tightened. “Ada, I would appreciate some respect for the loss of life you caused.” 
 She bit her lip. She wanted to say she had caused no loss of life undeservedly, but Elsa apparently hadn’t seen it that way, so she wasn’t going to argue about this. 
 Felisha brushed a strand of greying blonde from her face. “The transmissions are alarmingly constant now.” 
 Ada held up her hands. “You don’t know where they’re coming from? Are they encrypted?” 
 Felisha and Izha shared uneasy glances. “Yes. We can’t crack them. What do you know about encryption?” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. “Nothing. You won’t like this, but can my ship access your records of the transmissions?” 
 They exchanged uneasy glances, but Izha nodded. “These are exceptional circumstances.” She tapped something by her ear. “Lieutenant, please transmit files on recent Haint transmissions to Ada Liu’s ship.  Only  those files, lieutenant.” 
 Ada subvocalized to Cherry.  They’re going to send you something - can you check it against the transmissions you’re trying to decrypt?


Absolutely. Receiving packets now.

 A brief pause. 

These transmissions are identical to the ones coming from Chang’e Major.

 Ada looked up at the admirals. “Fuck. You’re not going to like this.” 
 “What?” 
 “I know where the transmissions -” 
 Red lights flooded the entire ship, a shrill siren poured into their ears, and everyone in the room jumped. 
 “I know where they’re coming from!” Ada pointed out at the planet. “In the atmosphere!” 
 Felisha looked out in fear, and suddenly Izha hissed and sputtered, ears flattening, eyes widening, teeth baring. She reached out to grab Felisha and shake her shoulder. “The bridge. The fucking bridge!” 

I have decrypted the Haint transmissions, but it is unclear what exact information is being transmitted.

 Deptha sat down quietly in the conference room, reaching for his communicator, hands shaking. Ada followed the admirals as they rushed outside to the elevator. “Cherry, whoever sent you those Union files, send the decrypted ones back. Now.” 

Done. Outgoing signals appears to be a great variety of numerical values and associated labels. Some may be best interpreted as coordinates - relative differences between them match relative differences between astral bodies and ships in this galactic substructure. Incoming signals are brief and contain very simple sets of numbers, a few of which are also coordinates.

 “Felisha! Izha!” Ada squeezed into the elevator with them, and Sanako followed her into the cramped space. “They’re transmitting coordinates. Lots of other things, but also things in this star system. They’re getting signals as well as receiving them.” 
 The admirals looked at her. “How do you know this?” 
 Sanako looked frantic. “What are you talking about?” 
 “My ship decrypted the Haint transmissions.” 
 Sanako paled at the word  Haint . Felisha scowled. “In a few hours?” 
 “Less. We don’t know what they mean.” 
 “Coordinates for which objects?” 
 Cherry’s voice spoke directly from Ada’s suit, startling the others. “As best I can calculate: the star, its planets, their satellites, and all spacecraft currently transiting through the system. Positional and orbital metrics.” 
 Izha growled. “This is a nightmare.” 
 They stepped out of the elevator and crossed into the bridge, a vast and brightly lit space with huge two-dimensional displays hanging in a circle above a vast three-dimensional display showing the entire Chang’e system. 
 Ada suddenly remembered the bridge of the Watersmoke, and through that her friends.  Cherry, warn the  Watersmoke  to get to the jumpgate as fast as possible. Tell them what’s happening.


Acknowledged.

 The two-dimensional displays all showed the same thing. Ada looked up, not sure what she was seeing. Chang’e Major was a great sphere of creamy white clouds and storms, but on one edge of the planet its circular silhouette seemed to have ruptured. Like it was bleeding white blood into space. 
 One of the displays provided a clearer view of the disturbance. Something bulbous and segmented was rising from the atmosphere, swathed in white; alongside it were others, smaller or further, dozens of white streaks jutting from the edge of the planet. The white, though… something was wrong about the colour. It looked smokey, like the thing was dragging a cloud around itself as it emerged from the atmosphere, except the cloud itself was glowing. It was slow, but to break the silhouette of a planet in any visible way it must be massive. 
 Suddenly Izha was screaming. “What the fuck are you all doing? Why hasn’t anyone called for reinforcements?! This is a state of emergency, get the presidency on the line now and give them a live feed! Put out a call for ships! Evacuate Chang’e! We have to evacuate the moons!” 
 Ada stared at Felisha, who had grown a shade or two paler. She bit her lip before speaking. “That’s a Haint?” 
 “The Haint wormship.” 
 “ The  wormship? At least there’s only one. What is it?” 
 Felisha looked her straight in the eyes, eyes wide and afraid. “It’s a jumpgate and it glasses planets. Everybody dies. We were never able to destroy it, it just… disappeared.” 
 Ada looked back to the displays, to the languid crawl of the wormship out of the atmosphere. She wondered just how hard the Union had bothered to look if the thing had somehow hidden inside one of their own planets for centuries. Then again, with their level of technology, it wasn’t impossible they had simply never noticed. 
 “It’s on the opposite side from the moon.” Ada’s eyes flicked across diagrams and displays. “It’s so huge acceleration and turning will take forever, right? That’ll buy us time.” 
 Felisha shook her head. “Not nearly enough. This… we couldn’t do it then. Now?” 
 Ada waited, but apparently that was it. “Cherry? Do you have access to their historical data on the Haints? Respond so they can hear you.” 
 Cherry’s voice drew the attention of the admirals and a few of the officers on the bridge. “I have access to public records; I have chosen not to break classified military encryption yet for diplomatic reasons. From historical observations, I estimate approximately sixty hours before the ship is in firing range of the primary Chang’e moon.” 
 “Six… sixty.” Izha was frantically shouting into communicators, all composure gone. Activity buzzed across the bridge, and Ada turned to find Sanako paralyzed by the sight on the screens. 
 “Sanako? Hey. Hey, look at me.” 
 “Ada - they’re going to kill everyone.” She looked cold. “ Everyone. ” 
 “Not me.” The truth was, Ada could escape if she needed to. Cherry was apparently a much faster ship than she could have anticipated. But what good would that do anyone in the Union? And what if these Haints came for Earth? 

Cherry? Why is it suddenly appearing now?

 Cherry’s response was discrete, reaching only her mind.  Given its current velocity, I estimate it likely started accelerating within a few minutes of my entering this system. This matches Union records of Haint transmissions - they dramatically spiked as soon as I arrived, first outgoing then incoming.

 Ada felt a cold knot in her stomach.  So… it’s attacking because I brought you here.


The data only shows correlation. But this is one candidate explanation, considering the previous spike in Haint transmissions occurred after Earth transmissions first reached Mir. It may be the Haints feel threatened by communications between Earth and the Union.

 Gods, this was all her fault. 
 Some of the displays around the ceiling flickered suddenly, displaying images of the presidents of the Union, the human Alan Niu and the mirran Jesst Serresk. Both were staring dumbly at the screen, looking utterly unprepared. After a moment, Jesst cleared her throat, speaking loudly and clearly. 
 “My fellow colonials. What you’re seeing now is real, live footage from Chang’e. That is the Haint wormship. The Union remembers its history. We all know what this means.” Her ears were flat. “From this moment onward, we are fighting for our lives.” 
 Alan Niu picked up. “We are putting out the order to immediately and completely evacuate Chang’e and Yutu. We need every ship in the Union making top speed for that system right now. Government will reimburse fuel costs for all civilian craft making the trip. Barring critical military missions, any spacecraft found to be doing anything  other  than evacuating Chang’e will be immediately commandeered by Union Starfleet. Attempts to resist commandeering will be dealt with using the most expedient means, including lethal force.” 
 Jesst continued. “It will take everything we have to evacuate, but the simple truth is we will not be able to save everyone. There are eight hundred million people in that system, and we believe the wormship will enter firing range within sixty hours. There are no good choices. We have no justice or hope to offer. All we have are ships. Every ship we can find.” 
 Alan wavered a little, looking down at his hands for a moment. “We will commit the entire Starfleet, including all SysSec forces, to holding off the Haint threat at Chang’e for as long as we can. We have grown stronger in the centuries since the last war, but we can make no promises. Parliament will begin discussing options for protecting the remaining Union worlds… up to and including deactivation of the jumpgate system. If we...” 
 He trailed off, and Jesst looked over at him, concerned, and reached out to take his hand. She continued for him. “If we decide to deactivate the jumpgates, we cannot allow time for families to reunite or relocate. After the evacuation of Chang’e, the survival of our two species, of our one civilization, is our sole priority. We are truly sorry.” 
 The transmission ended, just like that, and everyone on the bridge was silent for long seconds. Ada could sense the tension in the air, and she knew she shouldn’t mock this, but there was something about this was that simply unbelievable to her. It was a weird-looking, cloudy thing emerging from the bowels of a planet. It looked fairly large, yes, but it was still a ship. Union firepower might not be the best in the universe, but it was still just one ship! 
 Besides, they had Cherry now. Everything was going to work out fine. She found her hands shaking a little, and clenched them tighter. Nothing was unstoppable. 

Cherry, get ready to fly. We’re going to fight.


Understood.

 Sanako was still gaping  wide-eyed and terrified at the displays. Before leaving, Ada reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. I can handle this.” 
 The ensign simply stared at her, shaking her head back and forth. 
  




Chapter 16

 S hips were already streaming through the Chang’e jumpgate towards the moons. Ada could feel them dripping into Cherry’s awareness, one by one, drops of rain onto the surface of a lake too deep and too unnaturally still to be anything but dangerous. Ada skipped through the nothing towards the  Watersmoke , which was already turning around to face the moon again. So much for escape. 
 “Ada Liu.” The transmission was coming from Felisha. “Is there anything on or around Earth that might have provoked the Haints? Any superweapons, any strange technologies?” 
 She pursed her lips. “ Everything  on Earth is strange to you. Cherry says she jumped here from Earth in nine hours, which apparently you people can’t do. Can the Haints?” 
 Cherry chimed in. “Historical evidence suggests Haint ships are not capable of warp travel. The wormship likely began approaching Union space at sublight speeds decades or centuries before it actually arrived.” 
 Felisha’s voice frosted with unease at conversing with an AI. “That’s how they got between our systems. The wormship is a mobile jumpgate; it works on the same principles ours do. If your ship actually can make warp jumps between arbitrary points without an existing wormhole or gate, that’s an incredible tactical advantage.” 
 “ You  obviously never knew Earth was doing this - did the Haints?” Ada watched the planet grow closer. “Cherry, I thought the gods said you were in storage before they gave you to me. There must be more.” 
 Cherry’s response was not encouraging. “There are no others. As I have said in the past, I was an experimental prototype - full production of my line never took place. I have at various points conducted scans in the Sol system; there are automated post-Armistice battleships orbiting Mars and patrolling the Earth-Jupiter corridor, and as you remember, drifters on the ring fly a variety of craft. None of them incorporate the latest technologies used in my design. They have no warp capabilities.” 
 “And there’s nothing else?  Nothing? ” 
 “My records indicate no other ships. Presumably the only reason I was not found by drifters is that I was in secret, high-security storage.” 
 There was still a cold in Felisha’s voice. “Under normal circumstances I would be glad there weren’t any more of these. Unfortunately, today is not a normal day.” She heard Felisha sigh, as shouting trickled in from the background. “Another carrier is arriving in the system in half an hour. When it does, we’re going to assault the wormship and whatever Haint fleet is hiding in its veil. We could use your help.” 
 Ada nodded. “You know I’m always up for destruction.” 
 Felisha briefly paused. “I’ll notify you again.” 
 The transmission clicked out. Ada cricked her neck, staring at the barely-visible white smear that was the Haint fleet rising from Chang’e’s gravity well. “Okay, Cherry. Let’s see what we can do to those ships.” 

Passive scanning is difficult. What Admiral Derksen called the veil - the white, cloud-like structures - appears to be magnified quantum fluctuations, a constantly appearing and dissipating foam of non-specific matter. It interferes with radiation scanning.

 Ada wasn’t sure what quantum fluctuations were, but if it stumped Cherry it couldn’t be good. “Is it some kind of cloak? Like a hunter’s meld, but for ship scanners?” 

This seems unlikely, as it is highly visible. I would conjecture it acts as a sort of ablative armour. Weapons of all kinds will impact the quantum foam, which is destroyed in the process but quickly replaced through the fluctuation process. Lasers and rockets in particular may be of limited use, but railguns designed to penetrate solid armour may be more effective.

 She hoped the Union had enough of those. “Well, at least the Union has something. What else can you guess about it? Are they alien? Did humans or mirrans build them?” 

The designs are unlike any known Earth prototypes or proposals, though I cannot rule that out. It is also possible they were built by Mir after the Armistice. They may also be entirely exogenous.

 Too many unknowns. Ada’s eyes sifted through the ethereal words of Cherry’s visual interface that appeared and vanished at will, looking for a word.  Warp . 
 “This is how you got here from Earth?” 

Yes. The gods enabled my warp drive remotely after your message. I cannot sustain warp travel for more than half an hour without reaching critically low energy levels and needing to recharge. A full recharge from my vacuum cells requires roughly eight hours.

 “How does it work?” 
 She felt was a twitch in her mind somewhere, and Cherry spoke up.  Where would you like to go?

 “I can’t just fly there myself?” 

Warp speed involves travel far faster than the human mind can comprehend, even in time dilation. You could crash into a star or a planet, or overshoot your target by several light-years. I will calculate our trajectory safely.

 She saw the Haints moving, but they still had days’ worth of hours left. She had a little time. “Let’s go visit the  Watersmoke .” 

Very well.

 Each set of three fins on either side of the ship pinched together, and something glowing and translucent, like Isavel’s wings but blue, snapped out. Ada felt the two branches of hard light stretch out from Cherry’s sides and split, up and down, connecting above and below her in a ring of hard light around the ship. 

Warp field stabilized. At your mark, Ada.

 Ada looked out the cockpit at the blue hard light surrounding the ship, and the tiny speck that was the  Watersmoke  in the distance. “Go.” 
 Suddenly, for the briefest of instants, the light of all the stars was smeared against her cockpit in a bluish wash. It was over almost immediately, and she found herself staring at the  Watersmoke  mere dozens of meters away. 
 “I love this.” She smiled as she reached out. “Adrall, can you hear me?” 
 Adrall’s voice came back panicked. “Ada? You - that radio burst was you?” 
 “I guess so. Just having a little fun.” 
 She heard some excited exclamations in the background, and thought she heard Kosk. Then the mirran navigator was suddenly on the line. “You - the radio bursts! Warp travel! That means - that means -” 
 There was clearly some commotion, then Adrall was back on the line. “Ada, I’m sorry, but we’re still tending the wounded and preparing to help evacuate. Your… magic is certainly keeping the ship together, but I can’t be letting you in and out all the time in a situation like this.” 
 She nodded. The urgency of it hadn’t hit her yet, but she understood there was no time for leisure. “Of course. Gods be with you.” And they were, as long as she was. She let that transmission fall silent and reached out to Baoji’s ship. “Baoji? Elsa? Turou?” 
 After a moment Elsa’s voice returned. “We’re here, Ada.” She sighed heavily. “I don’t know what to tell you. You murdered a hundred people in a dozen ships without blinking, and frankly that’s just the kind of thing we need right now. I hope you can help.” 
 Ada leaned back into her seat, thinking about it. It didn’t escape her that destruction was not a long-term strategy for making the world a better place, but it would also be foolish to suggest it wasn’t occasionally necessary to keep things from falling apart. She needed to be able to do both. “Of course I can help.” She rolled over in her seat, looking behind her, but behind her seat Cherry’s cockpit was mostly a solid shape that melded into the wider craft. “I can sit one person at my feet, awkwardly, but I’m no transport.” 
 Baoji chipped in. “With guns like that, you’re wasted on evacuation shuttling. Let us do that. We’re headed for the Guwenhua campus.” 
 She could see the Haint fleet slightly more clearly from here, and could feel its haze just as urgently in Cherry’s sensors. “Where do they come from? If the wormship has a jumpgate, can I just fly through and kill them at the source?” 
 Elsa’s voice broke through. “Ada, when I said that was the kind of thing we needed - I meant, you know, with a little more caution and deliberation behind it. You could end up staring down a whole star system infested with the damn things.” 
 “Elsa is correct.” Cherry seemed quite keen on participating in these conversations. “In addition, there is no reason the Haints would not shut their jumpgates when they see us approach, to prevent us from identifying their base of operations.” 
 “What if we melded? They wouldn’t see us then.” 
 “The jumpgates are located within the veil - they would immediately detect our perturbation of the quantum foam.” 
 “Ada, did the robot ship just say I was right?” 
 Ada smiled. “It’s just politeness. Is Turou there?” 
 After a second of clicking, Turou’s voice eked timidly through the speakers. “Ada.” 
 “Are you okay?” 
 “It’s… I can’t believe this is real.” 
 She glanced towards the tiny white claws slowly bursting from the planet’s silhouette. “Focus on helping people. Let dangerous people like me handle the fighting.” 
 “Handle?” He sounded tired. “Ada, I know this is difficult for you to understand. But this isn’t like fights on Earth. What happened last time -” 
 She ground her teeth. “I’m not just going to roll over.” 
 “I know  you  won’t, Ada, but you’re one woman with one ship. The Haints are… huge. Endless. You don’t understand.” 
 “Big ship with big guns brings lots of littler ships with littler guns. I’m not a moron, Turou, I understand the problem.” 
 Turou sighed. “The technophage also destroyed a civilization, and you haven’t solved that problem yet either.” 
 “I did figure it out!” 
 She could almost hear his frown. “But you didn’t actually get rid it, did you?” 
 Her lip twitched. Not really. But she could have! Maybe. And then maybe some idiot would have made a whole new one for the same stupid reasons. She grumbled. “Look, they crushed you last time, but in the end you beat them back, right?” 
 “We certainly thought so. Apparently not.” 
 Fair point. But why had the Haints allowed the Union room to breathe, then? 

Ada, the wormship and its escort have fully emerged from the atmosphere. It is beginning to establish its wormholes.

 She sighed, looking out at the two Union ships, the Watersmoke barely limping along. “I need to go. The wormship is about to bring in more Haints.” 
 Turou’s voice cracked a little. “Ada, don’t underestimate them.” 
 “ They’re  going to underestimate  me .” She stretched her neck. “Stay safe. I don’t want you dying on me.” 
 She shut down the transmission and banked towards Chang’e. She couldn’t see the wormship at all from this side of the planet, but that wasn’t a problem - space was a minor inconvenience now. Warping across vast distances lacked the visceral, physical feeling she had of flying normally, but it was a small price to pay for incredible speed. She quickly zipped out to entirely empty space and turned towards the enemy. 
 The wormship was visible to her naked eyes, but Cherry zoomed the image in even closer so she could appraise the thing herself. A vast plume of white smoke breaking from the atmosphere was capped off by brutish plates shielding two spherical areas, as well as a dense and thick spine-like structure that ran deeper into the quantum veil behind it. Those voids must be the jumpgates. Not only did it create wormholes, but the thing looked like some great, terrible larva. 
 “ Empress , any suggestions?” 
 “The  King  will arrive within half an hour.” Isha Derrat did not sound reassured. “I recommend against engaging alone, but I don’t expect that to stop you, and for all I know you might eat through them as easily as you did us. Don’t get killed. We have other things to manage here.” 
 Izha clicked out without awaiting a response, and Ada found herself staring alone at the jagged white claw extending from the atmosphere. 
 That claw was sprouting new fingers, she realized. More ships were emerging from the jumpgates behind its bony white knuckles, significantly smaller but far more numerous. All of them trailed glowing white veil - at this distance, it looked like the whole formation had burst from the planet’s skull and the gore was slowly smearing out into space. She felt them as tiny pinpricks even more clearly than she saw them. 
 “Cherry, do we know how far they can fire?” 

We only have historical estimates from the Union.

 “What about their speed and maneuverability?” 

We know they outclass Union vessels, but it is unclear whether we know their top performance.

 She bit her lip. “I don’t like this uncertainty. I want to see what we can do to them.” 

Without proper data on their combat capabilities, I recommend caution, unless you command otherwise.

 Caution. Hm. Ada wanted to know what these things were capable of, but how could she figure that out without actually engaging them herself? 
 She grinned. “Cherry - while you were gone, I invented these things called wraiths. Code structures made from golem sigils. Could we meld and sneak up on the Haints to throw some wraiths at them?” 

As I understand the wraiths from scanning your neural output - yes, this may be a good substitute for a combat probe. Interesting and unconventional, Ada. I can deploy several of them onto a Haint formation without breaking stealth. I recommend waiting until the Haints have other targets to focus on, however. We do not want to be caught off-guard.

 She crossed her arms. “Fine. We’ll wait until the Union fleet starts approaching.” She could subvocalize, but there was something to hearing her own familiar language out loud, for the first sustained conversation in a while, that comforted her. “Until then, can we try to figure out where they’re coming from? 

That analysis will require decrypting their spacetime algorithms based on observational data alone, since the quantum foam limits my ability to directly assess their computations. It could take a great deal of time.

 “We’ve got plenty of time until that other carrier shows up. Give it a try, so long as it doesn’t put us at risk.” 

Acknowledged.

 She cast her attention around the system, trying to get a sense of what was going on. The Haints were the most obvious presence, with the Union fleet hanging back cautiously near the jumpgate, and a string of civilian ships rushing towards the inhabited moon. 
 There were also a small number of Union ships coming from another moon around Chang’e Major, though. She couldn’t think of what world that might be. “Cherry, where are those ships coming from?” 

There is a smaller, cooler moon named Yutu that harbours complex native life, but its gravity is too low to sustain the long-term health of animals native to Mir or Earth, so it was never colonized. Records suggest it is primarily the site of scientific research stations, as well as a few tourism hubs. The moon is fully stocked with transportation craft for its few thousand temporary residents, since long-term habitation is discouraged.

 Unlikely Chang’e itself, sadly. The slick of Haints slowly branched out from the wormship, grinding towards the evacuation corridor. It would be several hours before the fleets made contact, and passing out from abusing her coding gift was not a proper replacement for good sleep. It might be best to get what sleep she could now, in anticipation of the next two days. 
 “Cherry - wake me up if anything goes wrong. I don’t think I’ll be sleeping much once the Haints get close enough.” 

Very well. I can help coax your brain into a deeper sleep.

 It was not an empty promise by any means. She quickly slipped away, and the next thing she knew something bothered her out of her sleep. Was something touching her? 
 That wasn’t it, though - she was feeling the whinge of Cherry’s sensors, and she quickly found her ship’s standards for things  going wrong  were far too high. The situation wrenched her eyes open. The Union fleet was making an effort to stick together, but small Haint ships, apparently quicker to accelerate, were getting ahead of the main fleet, stringing themselves out towards the civilians as though desperate to start inflicting casualties. Ada swore and, taking a moment to shake herself awake, warped in closer to the evacuation corridor and zoomed in on the Haints. 
 Each Haint ship was a small series of segmented white plates oozing that strange fuzzy white cloud; it really was part of their design, no matter how much it looked like the blood of the planet they had emerged from. They ranged in size from outclassing a Union cruiser down to barely any larger than Cherry; she sensed three kinds which she quite bluntly thought of small, medium, and large. 
 Only the smallest were making a quick approach, but they were almost at the evacuation corridor. They were faster than Union ships, it seemed, and accelerated more quickly. It didn’t help that the Haints had emerged from the side of the planet closest to the jumpgate, creating an awkward tactical triangle. 
 She reached out to Baoji. “Hey, are you on the planet yet?” 
 “Heavens no. Ada, there are Haints headed our way.” 
 “You specifically?” 
 “I don’t know, close enough! Ship traffic is picking up in both directions, and we happen to be in the middle. Any help?” 
 Ada looked out to the point of the Haint fleet. Those ships were small, and from what Ada could tell the medium and large ships would collide with the Union military fleet before they could reach the civilians. If she wanted to test herself against their smallest fighters, this would be her best opportunity. 
 “Hey,  Empress . The little Haints are going to hit the civilians before you can get to them.” 
 The voice that clicked back was Felisha’s. “There’s nothing we can do about that. We’re following the best tactical deployment we can.” 
 She bit her lip. Of course they were. “I know. I’m going to take them on.” 
 The silence on the other end of the line was briefly deafening. “Pull out if you encounter any trouble.” 
 Ada let the transmission go. “Yeah, I don’t want to get myself killed either. Cherry, what’s the first civilian ship they’re going to reach?” 

The  Watersmoke  is currently closest to the Haint trajectory’s intersection with the evacuation corridor.

 She groaned. The  Watersmoke  was being held together by magic, scrap metal, and well wishes. “Seriously? Fine. The wraiths should be able to handle some of the defense if I reach out to them, at least.” 
 A brief smear across spacetime later, Ada found herself flying alongside the gas transport. “Hey, Adrall, bad news. You’re in line for the Haints to pick on first.” 
 Adrall’s response was muted. “I’m currently regretting a great many life choices.” 
 “Don’t worry, I’m going to intercept the little ones. My wraiths will keep you together, but I want you to reach out to me if you’re getting into trouble and I don’t notice, you hear me?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “I’ll do everything I can.” She let the transmission fall, turning to face the increasingly less-distant Haints. “Ready for this?” 

Yes. I will add additional code sigils to the wraiths that may help them cause more damage. They are structurally fragile, however - they will not survive if they are actually struck.

 “That’s fine, even Union lasers can break them. We just need to see what they can do.” 

Acknowledged. The closest incoming formation is a triangle of three small ships, codenamed Hornets in Union databases.

 She pressed forward through space; the white smears against the starlight were still some distance away, but they were clearly visible. “What else do we know about them?” 

According to Union records, they are quadrilaterally symmetrical with four forward-facing guns. Apart from the quantum foam veil, they are not robustly armoured.

 “That’s a problem.” 

For them, yes.

 “No, not that - I mean the Union records. Those are hundreds of years old! We can’t just assume they haven’t changed.” 

True. All I can confirm is that they are identical in appearance and movement profile.

 She grimaced. That could still hide unpleasant surprises. “Let’s approach them just outside of our own weapon range, melded.” 
 The warp field stabilizer snapped into place outside the cockpit, a glowing halo of solid blue light all around her.  I will engage the meld as well as time dilation immediately after we warp.

 “Good. Go.” 
 On the other side of a blue flicker, the Hornets suddenly burst into focus. They immediately started firing at her, each one belching out four staggered globs of something bright orange and roiling like fire; then time slowed to a crawl and she was invisible to them. Ballistic projections for each projectile, both visible and viscerally felt in Ada’s own body, crisscrossed space in a tightly-bundled tangle of places for her to avoid flying.  Cherry, what are those?


They appear to be magnetically-contained packets of nuclear fusion.


What?

 Cherry’s attempt was briefly delayed.  Small pieces of a star’s fire.


Starfire?  Holy shit, that did not sound good.  Can they harm us?


At this time I can only estimate. The packets seem to be boiling away, so their range is limited and their power decreases with distance. At half maximum range, one individual impact could result in approximately five percent shield degradation. Twenty in the span of a minute or two could crack the shields entirely, and they could severely damage my material structure. Note that melding is energy-intensive and will inhibit my ability to regenerate shields normally; twenty shots in ten minutes could be enough. Avoid close-range engagement and disengage the meld if you’re taking fire.

 She didn’t like the sounds of that. Luckily, the packets seemed to be moving in straight lines trained on the place Ada had been going as she snapped out of warp. Now that she was melded, the shots were wildly off. 
 Back into realtime. The Hornets were about six klicks away, and their starfire stopped as though she had never been there. She swept towards them, closing the distance as fast as she could, when a transmission pinged in from the  Watersmoke . “ Ada! ” 
 “What?” 
 “ Help! ” 
 She spun the ship around in space and realized what she had done wrong. She had been right between the  Watersmoke  and the Hornets; the projectiles would keep going towards the freighter. “Oh, fuck. Cherry, will the starfire -?” 
 Something shouted danger into her brain and in a moment of distraction she spin wildly as two starfire packets struck her shields. 
 “What the hell - aren’t we melded?” 

I believe the Haints detected our outgoing transmission. Do not worry about the  Watersmoke  yet - the starfire will lose its effectiveness by the time it reaches the freighter, and your wraiths will be able to absorb or deflect it.

 She gritted her teeth and shut herself off from all transmissions, zipping closer to the Hornets as they stopped firing again. She put a wide angle between herself and the evacuation corridor this time, for her final approach. 
 “Let’s shoot a wraith at each of them and see what happens.” 

Very well. Interface with it like any other weapon.

 For the briefest of moments Ada didn’t know what Cherry was talking about - then, suddenly, she had a whole new tool at her disposal, and she knew without really probing at it that it would literally fire out wraiths like a cannon. 
 She smiled. She was less than a klick away, closing fast, and as long as she stayed quiet they couldn’t see her. She fired once, twice, a third time. 
 As soon as she did, all three Hornets started swivelling towards her, still maintaining their trajectories. The first wraith splashed against the veil and disintegrated immediately in a grey puff, and the third was caught by an eager starfire burst and shredded. The second managed to unfurl, and Ada could see it attack, but reaching into the veil broke the dark code, so instead the wraith apparently decided to try and knock the ship off-course, wringing out a great levitation sigil that bumped the Hornet in another direction. Then starfire got that one too, and then the hailstorm was coming for her. 
 “Damn it damn it damn it -” 
 Two bursts struck her shields, and she could viscerally feel the struggle to power up the shields again while maintaining the meld. To hell with it. She broke stealth and corkscrewed away from the Hornets, slipping into time dilation to recover. 

Cherry, I think we’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.  The pearlescent lines of danger Cherry was tracing through space in her mind were not pinpointed on her this time - instead they wavered around her like kelp, all over and unpredictable. 

I am analyzing their firing patterns. The most predictive algorithm I’ve tested is a spherical, four-dimensional analog of Poisson disk sampling. Given the apparent parameters, I believe their mathematics operate on a hexadecimal base.

 She would have frowned if she had had time.  I have no idea what that means.


My analysis appears accurate. I will visually simulate expected firing patterns.

 Suddenly those threat lines changed. Now each Hornets was waving strange banners through the void, fading from red to blue, and watching the starfire slip along these ribbons Ada realized they represented where Cherry expected the firing arcs would move through time. They wove and crossed around her, trying to maximize the chance of her getting struck by anything as she moved. Apparently they had realized she was too quick to pin down directly. 
 She had toyed with them enough to understand that she should stop toying with them. Sometimes a sharp hex of hard light really was the best solution. 
 She reached for the weapon muscles linked into her mind, felt the thin streaks of travel where Cherry’s weapons would fire, and lined them up. Slowly wrenched the ship around in space. Aimed. Fire. 
 In realtime, half a dozen shards of light shot from her fins towards the incoming Hornets. She inhaled, sticking to the bluish areas of the ribbons, which changed and followed her as she went. She exhaled and started firing back, just as her first shots hit the Hornet - four of them, at least. 
 The first two didn’t seem to do much, swallowed into that foamy white veil the Hornet was trailing with it, but the third one hit something, and the fourth one pierced the Hornet all the way through. The Haint went as limp as a spaceship could, awkwardly spinning as it stopped maneuvering and firing entirely. 
 She whooped in triumph. “Got one!” And as the words left her mouth she slipped back into time dilation. Still exhaling, she tracked the other two Hornets through space, firing into spaces they couldn’t help but be moments later. By the time she was inhaling, she was dodging the last of their starfire and watching in mild disappointment just how much she had to sink into each Haint to knock it out. Still, all three of them tumbled dead through the void, trailing white smears that evaporated dozens of metres behind them. 
 “Okay. Next formation!” 

Calculating.

 They spun through space, warp stabilizer encircling the ship, and the world flickered. Bam. Six Hornets were firing at her, following the same semi-random patterns. Inhale; she wove around the ribbons of danger, in and out of time dilation. Exhale. Slicing into their trajectories with glassy blue hard light. A moment of inattention let one of the fusion packets slam her shields, but Cherry was better now at restoring shield strength. Half her shots at the lead Hornet went awry as incoming starfire suddenly forced her to change course, and she only damaged it. Still, this wasn’t going too badly - 

Transmission from the  Watersmoke .

 “Ada! They’re going to hit the ship!” 
 “What? I already shot the Hornets.” 
 “We’re evacuating to the trawlers.” 
 What? That made no sense. She flipped the ship around, looking back at the trailing husks of dead Haints. “Huh? Cherry, warp us back over there.” 
 Moments later she snapped alongside the Haint wreckage, looking out the cockpit at the smokey metal carcasses. “I don’t get it. They’re dead. What -” 

The three Hornets appear to have course-corrected before you shot them. Their trajectories intersect with the  Watersmoke ’s   limited cone of maneuverability at three disparate points. Their momentum will carry the debris through space such that the  Watersmoke  cannot help but collide with at least one of them.

 Ada blinked. What was Cherry saying? The - 
 Oh, shit. The wreckage. 
 The Hornets knew they were going to be killed, so they made sure their bodies were flying on a collision course with the  Watersmoke . 

Can’t they stop? Or speed past the intersection point?


Many of the thrusters and fuel cells were damaged by the viral infection I purged. It does not have the necessary maneuverability to adjust course fast enough.

 She spun Cherry around, getting underneath the nearest Hornet, and started ripping into it with weapons fire. After the first couple of shots were swallowed into the veil, the rest started tearing into the inert machinery, but the wreckage didn’t detonate. It, and most of the shrapnel Ada blasted out of it, kept sliding forward. 
 Cherry’s weapons were too sharp - they could slice through the hull inflicting crippling damage, but they barely moved anything around. 
 The  Watersmoke  was less than a klick away at this point. Time dilation. What could she do? The gas hauler was too crippled to get out of the way, and the Hornets were careening towards it in a vertical pattern centered on its trajectory. If she could blast apart the central Hornet, maybe she could save the situation. 

Don’t we have explosive firing options?


Yes. I will show you.

 A muscle moved in Ada’s shared mind with Cherry, and she felt what she had to do. Simple enough. She zipped behind the central Hornet and mentally squeezed, blasting roiling lumps of molten light into the Haint’s thruster area. The detonations flashed white and the Hornet shattered into dozens of chunks and a cloud of smaller shards of shrapnel. No bodies, only metal - a small detail Ada barely registered. 
 All of it was still moving at insane speeds towards the  Watersmoke . 
 Ada weaved sideways, trying to get a shot off, at least blowing up the largest of the chunks, so that maybe the ship could - 
 Something struck one of the gas tanks on the sides of the  Watersmoke . There was only a brief moment of wispy gas puffing out before something ignited and exploded, devouring the other gas tanks, ripping the ship in half. Smaller pieces of shrapnel and veiled armor smashed into viewports and thrusters. The fusion core was in there somewhere. 
 The trawlers hadn’t gotten clear yet. Cherry’s sensors felt them burst in the hangar bay. 
 Ada pulled Cherry back through space, rear shields suddenly taking four starfire strikes from the next formation before she managed to corkscrew out of the way. She watched, powerless, as the two other Hornets flew right past the wreckage. The fusion core ignited, ripping the rest of the hull apart and flinging chunks of hull and bulkheads in every direction. She saw tiny human and mirran shapes, briefly flailing into the void before falling still. 
 Failed. She had failed them all. 
  




Chapter 17

 Eyes closed. Deep breaths. 
 Failure was supposed to be an opportunity to learn. Not just a poison frothing in her blood. Learn. 
 First lesson about space combat: in space, things keep moving until they hit something or forcibly changed course. Wreckage, or ballistic weapons, would keep moving forever. Worth considering. 
 Bodies floating in the void. 
 No, no, that wasn’t useful. Scores of Haint ships were charging at top acceleration towards the evacuation corridor even now. They had starfire cannons, but their own hulls were also weapons waiting to happen. 
 Ada turned towards the Union military fleet, zipped across space, and reached out to the  Empress . “ Hey , we’re in trouble. They’re aiming themselves at the evacuation corridor - even if we destroy them, the wreckage -” 
 “Yes, we all saw what happened.” Felisha’s voice was remarkably calm and unsurprised.  
 Ada cringed and turned red at the words, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know -” 
 “It’s done. What matters is that you intercept the Hornets before they can fire on the evacuation corridor. You’ve done a good job at that, and we won’t make contact with the main fleet for a few hours. The civilians are counting on you, Ada. You’re the only one fast enough to intercept them.” 
 She was all they had, and for once, she might not be enough. She flexed her fingers against the control groves and nodded. “Hurry the fuck up. I can only do so much.” 
 She snipped off the transmission and cracked her way into the lead Hornet formation at warp speed. She hung in time dilation between frozen angles of motion, curves carved into space, ribbons of starfire dressing the void. She picked off Hornets one by one with pulses of quick explosive bursts, darting through their banners, swerving and corkscrewing and doing whatever needed to be done. If anything the Hornets’ aim was only getting worse, while hers was getting that much better. 
 “How can they be getting  worse  at aiming?” Explosive shots sent more smokey shrapnel curling off into space. 

Judging by the shifting parameters of their firing algorithm, they are learning they cannot predict exactly where we will move next. They are firing in a random but distributed pattern all around us to account for our ability to defy their predictions.

 “What are they using to predict our flying?” 

As best I can tell - speed, direction, rotational properties.

 They warped to the next formation, a six-Hornet grouping a klick ahead of the next. She considered the Haints as she attacked them, dodging and spinning, barely taking a hit. They were basing their predictions on her speed, but she could go far, far faster than this. 
 “What about warp speed?” 

What do you mean?

 “If they think they know our speed, let’s warp around. If they decide our top speed is warp speed, where will they shoot? They might try to hit us twenty klicks away from where we are now just to account for the possibility.” 

That is plausible.

 “Then let’s see whether it’s true.” 
 They cracked like lightning to the other side of the Hornet formation. The Haints spun around to target her as they continued hurtling towards the evacuation corridor, but as soon as they fired she warped. And again. To the next formation, then back before they could fire. Out several klicks, then back in again. Over and over. 
 Then she dove in for a real fight and they were spinning almost uncontrollably, firing everywhere, as though they were blind and desperately hoping to find her. She flashed her teeth. 
 Tiny shapes, freezing solid in the void. 
 The memory stung her brain, and she almost spasmed as she flinched from it, blasting at the Hornets without really aiming, almost all her shots going wide. Damn it.  Focus.  She aimed explosive fire directly at their fronts, where their guns peaked from between veil-generating plates, hoping to slow down the debris or even blast it in the other direction if possible. Most of the wreckage just kept going. 
 “ Empress , what’s the plan with this shrapnel? Seriously, how the hell are we supposed to keep the evacuation corridor clear?” 
 “We need to hope that at those distances, evacuation ships can calculate and maneuver around the debris.” 
 Fantastic. 
 With one Haint left in this formation, she had an idea, and dropped down in front of it to face it. She wove and dodged a little, but it was mostly firing off in random directions. “Cherry, can we use a levitation sigil to reverse its course?” 

Applying a powerful force to an object already moving in the opposite direction is more likely to crush it flat . 
 She blinked. “That - I mean, that also works.” 

The power requirements for sustaining the gravitational distortion from a tactically safe distance, and in a wide enough beam to account for their maneuvers, may prove unsustainable over the course of the battle.

 “Just try.” 
 A great, geometrically perfect sigil of black code unfurled from the ship’s nose cone like a dark flower, and a new muscle-like weapon trigger took root in her min d. Sh e set her jaw and fired at the Hornet. 
 She felt a thrumming in her head and in the cockpit as the Haint splattered into a wall of nothing like dessicated, moldy squash, its debris miraculously staying in place as she continued hurtling along away from it. She woke the ship’s propulsion and fired back towards the wreckage. It sat there, inert aside from some gentle spinning, the veil scattered like blood. 
 “Yes!” She threw her head back and pump her fist in the air. “Got it!” 

That gravitic pulse required 0.8% of our energy reserves to utterly stop the Hornet. Please use this ability conservatively.

 She bit her lip, but  she had to do  something . Until the Union fleet closed the distance with the Haint warships, she was all the civilian evacuation had. 
 She warped through space to the next formation of Hornets, quickly positioning herself in front of each of them, smashing them in place and neutralizing their ballistic potential. It was glorious. 

This energy usage pattern is not sustainable in the long term.

 “We’ll stop when it gets too dangerous.” 
 Next formation. Slam, smash, crush. Each Hornet rammed into a section of space that immediately sent them back the other way, and they burst like ripe huckleberries against a rock. They left no biological bodies - only wreckage. Only machines. 

Energy reservoirs at 62%. Consider lower expenditure levels to allow a positive energy flow.

 “Not yet. If we’ve got a reservoir we’re going to use the damned thing.” 
 She couldn’t help but wonder where that energy was coming from; Cherry had mentioned vacuum energy in the past, but there was no time to ask what that meant. She swung through space to the next formation, and the one after, and found the Haints remarkably incapable of adapting to her smashing tactics. 

Energy levels at 28%. Another few formations and I will enter emergency protocols.

 “What does that mean?” 

I will warp us into deep space and cease responding to your commands until we have fully recharged.

 “What? Hey, fuck -” She stopped herself, and took a deep breath. This wasn’t Cherry being stubborn - they could die if they ran out of power. Fine. “Okay, scrap the sigil. We’ve won them more time, and if we blow them up out here the wreckage should be easy to avoid.” 

Agreed. Conventional combat generally yields positive energy balance, assuming no meld and no dramatic shield loss.

 Good. She needed to do  something . Ada spun around in space, spying her allies in the distance. 
 The Union fleet was going to enter firing range with the bigger Haint warships any minute now. The advancing string of Hornet formations was slowly curling back, a tentacle of firepower fixing to wrap around the Union fleet and crush it. Ada hoped Union armour could stand up to those fusion packets. 
 “What do we know about the larger Haints?” 

Little beyond records. Union codenames are Vultures for the medium-sized gunboats, and Hammerheads for the large frigates. The Haints also have cruiser-analogs codenamed Leviathans, but I do not currently detect any in the system.

 They warped over to the Union fleet, and Ada swerved to fly between the  Empress  and the  King , which were flying just a handful of klicks apart. 
 “Izha, Felisha? You’re about to get into weapons range - where do you need me?” 
 It took a moment for the response to come back. “We don’t know. Ada, we can’t tell you what to do. We’re coordinating based on our understanding of Haint hardware and tactics. Every half hour you and your ship whip out some new magic power and we just don’t have the time to try to factor you in. You seem perfectly capable of figuring things out.” 
 She frowned and ground her teeth. That was no good. She reached out across space, looking for Baoji’s own ship signals, and found him far away on the surface of the moon. “Baoji?” 
 “Ada.” He sounded defeated. “We saw the  Watersmoke .” 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 “No time for sorry.” He sighed; perhaps he was already exhausted. “You’ve been chewing through Haints like a rhask in a duck pen, and that’s more than enough in my book. We’ll find another orbital to evacuate to. Fly safe - we’ll be watching.” 
 “Don’t I know it. Shout if you get into trouble.” 

Ada, Union ships have entered weapon range.

 She looked up to see both carriers aiming dozens of laser turrets, and all of a sudden every ship around her was firing. Cherry highlighted laser traces for her eyes as they snapped at Haint ships in the distance. Or rather, one of the ships. She couldn’t see what it was at first, but it looked like the entire Haint fleet was targeting a single Vulture, a wide, flat, wing-like thing with a bulbous core. They were only targeting one? 
 The results were thoroughly unspectacular. After a few moments of laser fire, the Vulture burst into wreckage, and they shifted their lasers onto another target. Seriously? There were dozens of ships here, and this was all they were doing? 
 The carriers suddenly began launching support craft, picket ships and interceptors. They bobbed out of the hangars and separated from the main fleet, moving towards the Haints from slightly different angles. It was all ponderously slow, and in the meantime the fleet managed to pick off two more Vultures, two out of dozens. 
 “What the fuck are they doing?” 

The veil absorbs laser fire and reforms quickly after being destroyed. Multiple staggered laser beams are required to both pierce the veil and damage the ship underneath.

 “This is garbage. What happens when -” 
 The Haints started shooting. Starfire glittered burned glittering across the black towards the Union fleet. It would be almost a minute before the packets reached any Union ships. This was agonizing. Union ships ponderously shifted course, trying to get out of the way, but the Haints were firing in a partially-random hailstorm - just as they had for her, but to much greater effect. Ada could see the firing lines they were tracing skewer Union ships at almost all angles. Hundreds of projectiles were incoming. This was going to be a mess. 
 She warped into the middle of the field. Starfire crisscrossed around her. In time dilation, carefully planning her shots, Ada struck out at the packets with the weakest little hexes she could get from Cherry’s fins. Each fusion packet that fell prey to her shards of light burst into a puff of gas and vanished entirely. 
 The problem, of course, was that there were hundreds - at this point, thousands - of them flying towards the Union fleet. Ada could pick off dozens at a time, but how much impact would that really have? 
 Then the Union fleet began gushing urgent transmissions. 
 She spun around and warped into the thicket of the carnage. Starfire was tearing into Union ships. First impacts scarred the armor, leaving long black gashes that didn’t seem fatal, but where starfire struck twice the results were catastrophic. With that first layer of armor stripped away, the fusion packets eviscerated hulls and spewed fuel or atmosphere or gods knew what into space. 
 Ada swung around, looking for starfire that might hit the  Empress , picking off projectiles as quickly as she could. A frigate exploded barely a klick away from the carrier, atmosphere and fuel and crew bleeding helplessly into nothing. Transmissions. 
 “The  Yangtze  is lost. No pods detected. All crew -” 
 “Pull out! Evasive maneuvers!” 
 “They’re filling the field with flak, we can’t possibly -” 
 The lasers continued firing. Suddenly the carriers, cruisers, frigates - everything in the Union fleet was firing rockets. Hundreds of the things traced gentle curves towards the enemy. Cherry could immediately track them, and they were aiming for the row of the bulky, front-heavy Hammerheads at the back of this Haint formation, about two dozen rockets per target. That seemed like overkill. 
 A stray piece of starfire struck one of the rockets, and it exploded in a brilliant bloom that knocked out two other rockets too close to the blast. Those detonated in turn. In seconds, nine had been swept from the field. 
 Two dozen rockets per target was nowhere near enough. 
 Another frigate was shredded by starfire. Something inside one of the cruisers exploded and the ship began spinning sideways, crippled, though at least it was still firing. 
 She saw another few Vultures blown up as she vainly warped around, throwing hard light shrapnel ahead, trying to keep starfire from hitting the carriers. 
 The Union fleet was being torn apart. 
 What could she do? 
 She wasn’t achieving enough playing point defense. She watched more rockets blasted before they could get anywhere near their targets. The wounded cruiser was struck and blown to pieces. Another Vulture puffed out of existence, veil blown apart in the explosion. The fleets were still a few hundred of klicks apart, but they were moving ridiculously quickly towards one another. 
 Gods. They were going to collide, weren’t they? 
 What in the thousand worlds were they thinking? 
 Ada had to get in there. She had to do something. 
 “Cherry, ready to go in there?” 

We may need to pull out quickly if we draw too much fire.

 “I know.” 
 A brief smudge of space across the cockpit window, and suddenly she was up close and personal with the huge, glowing segments of a Hammerhead, its veil oozing several klicks behind it like a great white scar in the black. This ship was two clusters of large cannons at the front of a short, stubby pack of thrusters; functional and without much room for anything inside. 
 Their starfire ignored her completely. She swept across the top of the ship, firing into the veil with explosives. A few guns responded with wildly inaccurate defensive fire, but she just wasn’t getting their attention. 
 “What the - why aren’t they shooting at me?” 

Based on observational analysis, I believe they are treating you as a high-risk low-reward target. Firing on you wastes energy relative to targeting large Union vessels that cannot evade or resist their weapons.

 “Low reward?” She kicked the ship into speed towards the Hammerhead’s rear thrusters. “I’m not a - I - gods, any reason I can’t just ram these things?” 

Our shields may not be able to withstand extended exposure to the veil as well as kinetic impacts.

 She gritted her teeth. “Fucking veiled pieces of shit.” 
 She turned on the Hammerhead’s thrusters - the otherwise contiguous murk of the veil seemed to thin just behind them - and poured in all the weaponfire she could. Even from hundreds of meters away she saw the spray of shrapnel and fire from the thrusters. She kept firing into this crack in the Haint’s smokey armour, and the hard light kept going deeper and deeper, and - 
 Suddenly her mind was awash in danger. Another Hammerhead was firing at her, starfire pelting her shields. 
 Good. 
 She ducked and swerved as close to the damaged Hammerhead as she could. The starfire mostly missed the Haint frigate, but a few of their shots were just close enough to tear into the veil, briefly exposing dark, heavily damaged metal structure beneath. Then the other frigates stopped firing at her. It seemed they weren’t going to fall for that. 
 “They won’t shoot at me, will they?” She was grinding her teeth. How could she bait these things into shooting each other? She curved through space around the damaged frigate, peppering it with her own weapons. It began to respond earnestly, a few pieces of starfire hitting her shields and almost shattering them. These were  much  bigger guns. 
 “Fuck, this is dangerous. How can we -” 
 Suddenly the veil around the frigate started glowing brighter, and in a brief moment there was a flash. Cherry’s shields lit up brilliant blue as she felt the entire ship suddenly thrown back, and she shut her eyes briefly, trying to ward off the light. She watched her shield integrity plummet to 12%. 
 Well. 
 She warped through space, without pausing to turn, emerging hundreds of klicks away. She turned around to see a slowly-expanding, slowly-dimming field of white light where she had been. 
 “What the hell just happened? Where are our shields?” 

The frigate appears to have self-destructed in an attempt to destroy you. That explosion could have wiped out our shields if they had been more compromised. The veil around the other Haint ships absorbed any potential damage.

 She spun around and warped back into the middle of the Union fleet, and started picking off starfire again. It was all she could do, it seemed, without putting herself at enormous risk. One of the Hammerheads, against all odds, was struck by enough rockets simultaneously to knock it out of the fight, but there were several others converging on them, as well as a steady supply of Vultures the Union had yet to shoot down. 
 The Union, meanwhile, was in tatters. Cruiser and frigate wreckage continued hurtling towards the Haints alongside the remaining ships, lost comrades closing in for one last strike in death. The carriers were reasonably resilient, but they had lost half a dozen frigates and a few cruisers already. Thousands of lives. 
 The interceptors started making themselves accounted for at closer range, firing lasers and close-range missiles at the Vultures, picking off several in the first volley. Ada focused on throwing hard light in the way of any incoming starfire, trying to keep the carriers safe. If one of the carriers was destroyed - well - the battle might be lost. They were the twin hearts of the fleet, and though a third carrier had jumped in some time ago with its own battlegroup, it was still well away from being able to engage with the Haints. 
 Meanwhile, the wormship continued accelerating towards Chang’e in the distance, slowly devouring the hours. 
 Ada had an idea. 
 “Cherry, if I got too close to the wormship, would it self-destruct to try and kill me?” 

If it did, it would be much more successful than the Hammerhead frigate.

 “But we can warp out of the way, can’t we?” 

I did not detect any external signs of the detonation in the Hammerhead before it occurred.

 So if Ada tried to get the ship to blow itself up, she would get herself killed. Would it be worth it? Of course not. She wanted to live - self-sacrifice was a poor way to achieve that goal. Besides, the Haint wormship was valuable - it might not even try to blow itself up in the first place. 
 “Gods damn it, I wish we had more of you, Cherry.” 

If there were other fleet elements around Earth, I would summon for them. Alas.

 “I figured.” She heaved a sigh. “Okay. Another crazy plan. Can we get a wraith inside a Haint, and get it to detonate the ship’s core from the inside?” 

Our shields are still recovering. Another self-destructing Hammerhead could destroy us.

 She slammed the sides of her chair in frustration. She had a ridiculously powerful ship, so why couldn’t this work? Why was the answer always no? What was wrong? Nothing was working. She tore through space, twisting and shooting, trying to keep the starfire from getting through, but nothing. 
 If only that third carrier were faster. 
 She turned around, looking at that carrier. It was several thousand klicks behind, but the Union fleet here was decelerating, and it hadn’t started doing that yet. It was still coming in hot. 
 “Okay, better plan. Can we boost that carrier’s speed?” 
 Cherry was briefly quiet at that suggestion.  We may be able to push them using the same technique we used to smash the Hornets, but as their attitudinal thrusters are not designed for such maneuvers, we would only be able to move them effectively in a straight line.

 “Better than nothing. How are our energy reserves?” 

Slowly recovering, but a larger array of code will provide some extra energy for the maneuver, and we can incorporate structures to capture and convert the carrier’s exhaust.

 It wasn’t optimism, but at least it was possibility. Ada spun around, warping through space to the third Union carrier. She hailed it. “Hey, this is Ada Liu, of the… er, of the Earth Dominion. I’m going to give you a little boost.” 
 The responding male mirran voice was hesitant. “Ada Liu, this is  Chieftain . What exactly do you mean by  boost? ” 
 “I mean what I said. Point your ship where you need to go.” 
 Cherry’s voice chipped in. “We can provide a unidirectional prograde acceleration factor of 118%. Adjust your trajectory accordingly and signal when ready.” 
 “I -” The response was muted for a moment before returning. “Very well. Stand by.” 
 She swung around the back of the ship, and when they signaled they were ready, she used Cherry to weave a vast levitation sigil behind the carrier, pushing it faster into weapon range. This ship class had enough railguns turrets to… well, at least pick off some Vultures, maybe a Hammerhead or two. Once the sigil was active, floating behind the carrier in space like a great web, she started entwining more and more power core sigils into it, weak little things on their own but enough to generate more and more energy when built together in a web. 
 “Ada Liu, this is - what exactly are you doing?” 
 She looked around; the carrier was starting to outpace the frigates and cruisers around it. “Giving you a boost! Think of it as magic.” 
 She felt out behind them, looking for more military vessels, but there were only a few more cruisers and frigates behind them. 
 “Where are the other carriers? I thought there were five.” 
 “They’re holding defensive positions around Freyja and Athena. We can’t commit the entire fleet here, we need to be able to -” 
 Ada suddenly felt a burst of transmissions from up ahead. Instinctively, she swung out to warp straight past the  Chieftain  into the rest of the Union fleet. Haint ships were sliding through the cloud of Union vessels all over.  
 Hammerheads and Vultures slammed into the wreckage of destroyed cruisers and frigates, but they also struck the functional ones. Blinding white explosions rocked the fleet, veiled armor and chunks of metal slammed into nearby ships. Most remaining Haints in the vicinity either crashed or detonated. Space churned like an angry ocean and Ada was frantically diving in and out of time dilation, desperately adjusting her course, trying to avoid the storm of shrapnel and starfire. 
 It took her a moment to realise what was really wrong, though. The  Empress  was bleeding its insides out into space. 
 Sanako was on that ship.  Zhilik  was on that ship. She zipped towards it. 
 The transmissions were coming fast. “ Empress  life support out. All crew to escape pods. All ships, eyes out for -” 
 Something exploded near the front of the carrier, and as Ada flew out past it she found the front of the carrier mangled beyond recognition, scarred and pocked and charred like a vicious burn wound. A Vulture slammed into it, ripping a massive scar into its starboard side. 
 “Cherry - Cherry, you remember Zhilik?” Her heart raced. “Can you find him?” 

Yes. Biometric signatures indicate he has been evacuated to an lifepod. I will display -

 As soon as the image appeared in her vision she zipped towards the tiny metal tube, shoving four of her fighter’s fins forward to pinch it in place and push the lifepod back the way the ships had come, away from the battle. She couldn’t see him inside, but she had nothing else to go on. 
 “All ships, divert course. Skirt the evacuation corridor. Defend civilian ships. The  King  will decelerate and return to the jumpgate for emergency repairs. The  Chieftain  will take over as flagship -” 
 Behind them, laser fire suddenly started peppering the remaining Haint ships as the  Chieftain  got into range, but it was too little, too late. Even without seeing it, Ada felt the fleets pass through each other, most of both wiped out in the process, the Haints gleefully throwing themselves into any Union ship that veered close enough to them. Both other carriers survived alongside four cruisers and a handful of frigates, but the Union fleet in the system had basically been cut down by half. What Haints remained out of range started slowly curving towards the civilian ships desperately trying to run between the gate and Chang’e. 
 There was a civilian ship making for the Chang’e jumpgate, so she started pushing Zhilik’s life pod through space towards it. She felt exhaustion shudder through her limbs. 
 Then a second Haint fleet started jumping through the wormship, veils billowing behind them as they scattered across the black like powder and smoke. 
  




Chapter 18

 The second Haint fleet did not hurl itself straight at the evacuation corridor. 
 That was the only good news. 
 “Ada, what will you do?” 
 She was drifting alongside the ship that had, under duty and duress, agreed to accept Zhilik’s lifepod. He and a few others, some of them injured, had made it safely onboard and were almost at the jumpgate to Freyja. Ada was not going to follow. “That second fleet is screening the wormship. We can’t attack.” She stared out at the boxy, overburdened passenger ship. “All I can do is help the evacuation, Zhilik. Stay on Freyja this time, no matter what the Union wants from you. I’m sorry we didn’t have time to meet up on the ship.” 
 She watched pearlescent flickers strung out along the length of the evacuation corridor, small Haints occasionally swooping through thinned Union patrols to strike at civilians. The military was trying to bolster its presence along the corridor, and they seemed to be having some success, but Ada knew that was illusory. The Haints were toying with them. 
 It was clear in the way that second fleet popped into the system so casually right after the first was destroyed. In the way the first fleet had been just strong enough to  almost  destroy the Union fleet. In the way Hornet swarms and rogue Vultures continued picking at the fraying thread of the evacuation over the next few hours, indifferent to the eventuality that Ada or a Starfleet patrol would eventually knock them away. They were barely trying. 
 Ada did not like to be toyed with. But as fast and as fierce as she might fly, the most she could do was take on these small skirmishes one at a time. It did nothing to change the long march of the tides, but each skirmish won might save hundreds of civilian lives, and the larger ships were too dangerous for her and Cherry to approach. 
 By twenty hours after the wormship’s arrival, ships landing on Chang’e to evacuate citizens numbered in the hundreds. They had forty-two hours left before the Haint wormship and its fleet were close enough to do to Chang’e whatever they did to destroy everything on the surface. Baoji’s physics that Ada found so irritating granted them one small mercy: the wormship was so massive it took hours and hours to make even minor trajectory adjustments. 
 Ada could sleep in space, but she was both hungry and concerned for her companions. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if she started to lose her focus or succumb to distraction. She swept into the moon’s atmosphere, dipping down through the rain towards the forested world below. Guwenhua was fairly easy to spot once she broke cloud cover, and rain spattered across her shields as she zipped towards it. She settled next to Baoji’s ship and hopped down onto the old flagstone, jogging over to the Peregrine’s cargo hold to find Baoji pacing restlessly.  
 “Baoji.” 
 He looked up at her. “Ada.” His ears twitched, and he pointed to cargo boxes piled inside the hold. “Priceless paintings. Originals from Earth, some in stasis. Thousands of years old.” 
 She looked at the boxes. “We’re going to use the space for  people , right? ” 
 His ears flattened. “I get it, but I also know how much these things are worth to people. These things maintain a connection to history.” He shook his head. “Ada, how are things up there?” 
 She took a deep breath, let it raggedly claw its way out of her throat. “If it were going well I’d be laughing. What do you think? I can’t handle these.” 
 His voice softened a little as he flatted an ear. “They’re fucking Haints, Ada. Heavens, nobody expects you to be able to  handle  an infinite fleet of genocidal space robots. I meant how much time -” 
 “ I  expect it!” She thumped her fist in her chest. “ I’m  better than this! Than them!” 
 Baoji ruffled the fur on his head. “There’s an expression you probably don’t have on Earth anymore. There’s always a bigger fish.” 
 “I eat fish.” 
 “I think you’re missing the point -” 
 “Fine.” Ada leaned against the bulkhead, grumbling. “We need to get these crates out of the way.” 
 “No, I don’t think - some of these things are too precious to people.” Baoji was shaking his head. “They voted some weighted priority system, and some of the artwork and artifacts got voted higher than some of the people. That’s just how it’s going to be.” 
 She squinted at him, skeptical. “They whated?” 
 “Voted - we have this thing called democracy -” 
 She shook her head. “This is ridiculous. We should just get you to build ships like Cherry that can warp around. Then we can close the jumpgates -” 
 He leaned against one of the crates, idly peeking under the lid. “Ada, at this point our entire economic and political infrastructure is about to collapse. Nothing your ship does makes any sense to me. You said your own ship told you there are no others around Earth, and there’s no way to access blueprints or shipwrighting designs. The Haints beat us up last time but left us standing - we can only hope they’ll do the same this time.” 
 “Hope? That’s not -” 
 He slammed the lid shut. “Damn it, it’s all we have.” He glared at her. “Unless your girlfriend back on Earth is hiding a warfleet up her sleeve, we’re all screwed.” 
 She opened her mouth to respond, but with what? After a moment she ran her fingers through her hair, yanking, as though she might pull out some ideas that way. Nothing came, except the thought of leaving and running back to Isavel. 
 But that would mean leaving this mess behind, and leaving all these people to die on the altar of her own decisions and her own quest for knowledge. That was… 
 She turned away from the cargo hold, but Baoji called out to her. “See if you can find Elsa. I don’t know where she went.” 
 Ada turned to look at him again, and he shrugged. 
 “I just want her to be safe.” 
 She tilted her head. Huh. “I’ll find her.” 
 She walked back out into the rain, quickly moving through the campus. Turou’s room was already barren. When she reached the cherry grove, a mockery she would not be sad to see disappear, she heard Elsa’s voice and followed it into a large building with a vast, open hall. Elsa a few others were arranging boxes that were each slightly larger than human heads, inspecting words on them and calling out names. 
 “Tong Eisendorf? Ming vase, 1475 BA, item number 162-” 
 A middle-aged woman scurried from a waiting crowd and grabbed the box. “Thank you. Thank you.” She glanced at Ada. “This one - it’s such a unique work -” 
 Ada stepped past her to Elsa. “Elsa, what is this?” 
 “We’re going through the evacuation list. These items got voted onto the ships and assigned a caretaker.” Her tone was flat, her expression betraying nothing as she called out the next box. “Sala Wei;  Xiyou Ji , 2248 BA, Old Embassy imprint.” She looked around for the person in question. “First colonial copies? Hello?” 
 A man with shaggy brown hair stumbled forward and wordlessly grabbed the box. Ada watched him go, bewildered. “Can someone explain to me why the hell we’re bringing boxes onto the ships instead of people?” 
 Elsa shook her head, but her tone did falter. “Their life’s work is in those boxes. Some of the few connections we still have with where we come from are in those boxes.” 
 Ada watched them all, these huddled scholars waiting for their prizes. Had it hit them, yet, that their world was about to end? She wasn’t even sure it had hit her, but she was already inclined to burn the place down entire and drag its denizens away from the strange mesmer of these artifacts. “Baoji’s looking for you.” 
 “I know, he’s asked me three times already to go back to the ship. I’m fine. The wormship is days away -” 
 “Less than two days.” 
 Elsa paused. The bags under her eyes suggested counting sleeps wasn’t a reliable method of keeping time right now. “Some ships might be able to make two round-trips between here and Inti. I’ll be fine.” 
 Ada sighed. “Where’s Turou?” 
 “In the gardens by his room, last time I saw.” 
 “I must have missed him.” She clapped Elsa on the shoulder, staring at the pile of crates. She understood the value of ancient relics and archives that  did  something, but what did these do? “Don’t stay too long.” 
 As she stepped into the rain to look for Turou, a roar overhead announced another ship jetting into the area. For all that it was much smaller than any city, Guwenhua appeared to be getting quite a bit of attention from evacuation ships. Was it all the artifacts? She shook her head as she stepped into the garden. 
 Turou was indeed there, staring at a two rows of potted plants. There were maybe two dozen of them, each a meter or so in height, and Turou looked like he was counting them. Surely he knew how many there were. “Turou? Turou, what the hell are you doing?” 
 He turned around and stood up, gesturing at the clay pots. “I don’t know what to do with them. I don’t know how many I can fit. Baoji doesn’t want them rolling around in the cockpit or taking up cargo space, and we can’t really pack them like boxes -” 
 Good gods, what was it with these colonials and their  stuff?  “What the fuck are these?” 
 “Ginkgos, remember?” He sighed. “The last ones, maybe? You said you’d never seen them on Earth -” 
 She grabbed Turou by the shoulders and shook him a little. “Hey! Hey, these are plants! Come on, Turou, we need to get people out of here. There are big ships in orbit waiting to take people in, and you need to start getting people up there now!” 
 “Ada, they’re not  just  plants, they’re -” 
 “Can they imagine a happy future and then feel sad knowing it won’t come to pass?” 
 He blinked. “That’s not -” 
 “Can they destroy Haints?” 
 “No, but -” 
 “Then you can leave them without feeling bad.” She grabbed him by the shoulder. “Remember how angry I got about the cherry trees? You thought I was crazy.” 
 He nodded, slowly. 
 “Well, maybe I was.” She sighed. “Come on, go help get people moving. Gods, Turou, we need to save  people .” 
 He sighed. “Okay, okay. I understand. Right.” 
 It was the last evening on Chang’e, and they managed to get Baoji’s ship into space within a few hours, where a large civilian carrier was waiting to accept refugees. Ada and Turou stayed on the planet, sending Cherry up alone to monitor the situation and the evacuation ships. Getting people ready was difficult; watching people who, through some process she didn’t understand, already understood they were staying behind… She hated it. 
 Another ship on the outskirts of the complex managed to take several hundred people and their belongings, but there were still thousands more left here. Ada was beginning to doubt they could get everyone - maybe even half of everyone. Even imagining what must be going on in huge cities like Tianzhou felt painful. 
 Night bruised the sky as Baoji’s ship returned, empty again and ready for another run. They had about thirty-six hours left; zero hour would be early in Chang’e’s morning, before the sun rose over Guwenhua. The colonials were getting exhausted, and Ada was growing increasingly tense as time passed, so when Turou collapsed in his empty bedroom to sleep, she lay down on the floor and did the same, back to back. When she woke up it was dark, and Cherry informed her that they had twenty-five hours before the wormship arrived. Ships needed to be gone within twenty-two to stay out of range of the Haint fleet. 
 Elsa and Baoji both looked exhausted when they found them again, bags under Elsa’s bloodshot eyes and Baoji’s ears sagging limp. Ada looked at them with concern, shaking their shoulders. “You two look like crap. You need to sleep.” 
 Baoji simply shook his head, and Elsa produced a small bottle of white pellets, popping one in her mouth. “We have to fly.” 
 Ada pointed at the pellets. “What are those?” 
 “Amphetamines. Can’t sleep, have to focus.” 
 Baoji reached over and put a hand on Elsa’s back. “Anything for a fur-face?” 
 “No mirran meds.” 
 Ada turned around, looking out at the people crowding around the airfield. “Baoji, lie down in your seat and try to sleep. Elsa, can you pilot the ship alone?” 
 “Sure. It’s just annoying.” 
 “Do it. This idiot needs to sleep.” 
 “I’m not a sleep.” Baoji blinked slowly and frowned, flicking his ear in confusion.  
 Ada left them to their own devices while she and Turou herded people into ships. As she did, she started recognizing patterns she had ignored before. Older people seemed the first to get picked up, some bringing large amounts of cargo with them. Why were they saving old people first? Then again, there was little she could do about it. 
 They loaded up ships as Baoji slept, and in an hour Elsa pulled the Peregrine into the sky again, making for one of the orbital refugee carriers. A call came through to Ada, then, through her suit, from Cherry. She put it on. 
 “Ada Liu, this is Admiral Derksen.” 
 Her eyes widened. “Felisha! You escaped?” 
 “Onboard a lifepod, yes. Ada, we -” 
 “What about Sanako? Ensign Oshimi?” 
 There was a strained silence on the other end of the transmission. “I haven’t reviewed the personnel lists. She may be fine.” 
 Was she dead? Ada took a deep breath, remembering the picture Sanako had showed her of herself and her mothers. She had been something new, a woman who could never have existed in the old world. She had tried to help Ada, even if Ada hadn’t ever properly returned the favor. If the Haints had killed her… 
 “Ada, we need you. A large Hornet formation is headed for the refugee fleet in orbit, but first…. Whatever you did to the  Chieftain  to accelerate it. We need you to do that again, with the  King .” 
 Ada frowned. “The damaged carrier?” 
 “Yes. It’s jumping back into the system in two hours. And before it does, please stop those Hornets. We only have two frigates ready to intercept and there’s a large cluster of civilians passing through.” 
 Ada took a deep breath. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 She let the transmission click out and looked up to the sky, seeing the long, faintly illuminated shapes of the evacuation transports glimmering in the night, splinters of a dying civilization in the sky. Each desperately hoping not to get blown to pieces. 
 And on the other side of the sky Chang’e Major, still illuminated by its distant star, glowed a white still bleeding into jagged shreds of Haint veil that reaching ever closer to the moon. 
 She made for Cherry in that old courtyard, jumped in, kicked off. She angled the fighter upwards, zipping past everything else in the cloudy night. On her way up she saw Elsa piloting their ship back down and waved, though she doubted Elsa could see. Let her concentrate, then. 
 In moments she was in space, dancing above the dim atmosphere of the moon. Cherry figured out where the Hornets were - about thirty of them - and Ada set to work. It was tedious, any glory in it long burnt to smoke. She warped behind them into their white contrails, between them and the rest of the Haint fleet, and opened fire. Even as her shots blasted Hornets to pieces they turned around and fired, starfire flying wide but away from the moon and the civilians both. 
 She placed her explosive shots carefully now, each one hitting the side of the Haint ship furthest from the moon, so that the explosive force would at least nudge the debris away from the evacuation fleet. She did what she could. She cut them into a scattering of debris, her shields strong, and before moving on to the fleet she looked out and saw the wormship approaching, flanked by elongated, flat-sided Leviathans and many smaller Hammerheads and Vultures and swarms of Hornets saturating the space between them. 
 Tomorrow was on its way far too quickly. 
 Ada zipped across the corridor between Chang’e and the jumpgate, picking off Hornets and Vultures that tried to get close. Surely they must know it was a suicide run for those individual ships? Of course, it didn’t escape her that they might be specifically trying to keep her busy. 
 Even without distraction, there was little she could do against the hammer of the Haint fleet. When the  King  - still charred and scarred - jumped in through the gate, she allowed it to position itself the way the Union wanted it before setting up a massive levitation sigil behind it, pushing it along. Cherry highlighted what was already obvious - it was on an intercept course with the wormship. They were probably going to try ramming it. 
 Back to the moon, back into the atmosphere, her shields warded off the flames and fire of reentry. She dove through the night, the final rains from the last clouds racing her down to the ground. She could win if she wanted, but she wasn’t interested in the splash. She landed gently on the airfield as another ship took off, and stepped up into the Peregrine to find Elsa fidgeting with screens and Baoji still strapped into the pilot’s seat, asleep. 
 “Everything okay in here?” 
 Elsa looked back at her, twitching a little. “Fine. All fine. Lots to do. Get people in the ship. Ready to go.” 
 She didn’t look okay, and Ada put a hand on her shoulder. “Elsa, are you -” 
 Elsa slapped her away, pointing outside. “Go. Get people. Just go. I’m fine.” 
 Raising her hands in surrender, Ada walked away. Whatever they wanted. There was less than a day left to get out of here, but it was time enough for them to do what they want before the Haints forced their hand. So long as she could get her friends out of here when the time came. 
 They kept packing things and people away. Chang’e’s night shifted from a fresh, slightly aglow dark to a deep black above the clouds. Hours washed away in rain as they shuttled people and cargo up to space and back down again. Rainclouds hid the Haints from sight, but every time she broke atmosphere Ada saw they had gotten closer, tricks of perspective making it seem like the white claw was opening up to crush the moon in its grasp.  
 Nine hours before they had to leave, a stranger tapped her on the shoulder. She turned to find a grizzled, pale human she had never met before. “Who are you?” 
 He looked over to the other ship in this courtyard, much larger than Baoji’s. “I’m her captain, and you’re Ada Liu, right? Listen - got some bad news from up top.” 
 She looked up to the night sky. “What bad news?” 
 “We’ve been unloading onto the  Rorqual Blue , but her captain’s told me she’s full. They can’t take any more refugees, at least not after my next load. Your friends won’t be able to land there anymore.” 
 She looked over to Elsa’s and Baoji’s ship. “Okay, I’ll let them know. Where should they go?” 
 He fidgeted. “That’s the bad news. I’ve tried talking to them, but either they’re charging extortion prices per head or they’re charity missions. I can’t find any general transports.” 
 She frowned.  Extortion  and  charity  were  not in her vocabulary. “What do you mean?” 
 He sighed. “I mean Guwenhua has too much money for people to take pity on them, but not enough money to actually buy their way to safety.” 
 Money. More money garbage. “Idiots.” 
 “Maybe.” He smiled a little. “Listen, feel free to ask around up there, maybe somebody new has made orbit. But I haven’t found anyone yet.” 
 She sighed. “Okay. I’ll do what I can.” 
 He nodded. “You’ve done a lot so far.” 
 She tried to smile, but her face wasn’t working properly. She turned away, back to her ship. What little that was. Nothing in the face of the fact that, as far as she could tell,  she  had provoked the Haints herself. But she tried to suppress that thought - there would be time for agonizing over how to fix that… after. 
 Up into space again, to the orbiting civilian fleet this time. She warped from ship to ship, taking a good look, relying on Cherry to figure out who even had hangar bays the Peregrine would be able to dock with and who was already full. Almost every window she saw bulged with faces, human and mirran, peeking down onto Chang’e. 
 The other pilot was not kidding. Reaching out to transport pilots was an exercise in agony. 
 “Sorry, ma’am, we’re a relief mission here to evacuate the poor. People who don’t have the privilege or the means to get out on their own. I’m sure someone will take your money.” 
 “We can fit six hundred people. We’ll need eighty-four million credits for the lot of them, or legally certified debt pledges at a sixteen percent higher rate.” 
 “Deepest apologies. We are under contract with governor of Kathaskr. APHEC campus does not fall under our mandate.” 
 “Mirrans only!” 
 “Listen, it’s simple math, people who weigh less burn less fuel to move. Everyone should have yearly weight records on medical file. The financial realities -” 
 “Do any of your members have life insurance with either VivaValue or Osskenaka? They would be eligible for 30% discounts on evacuation seating.” 
 “We’re focusing on economically underprivileged communities, m’am, and Guwenhua - please stop yelling - I’m sure they can find another way, ma’am.” 
 “How many heads? Yes, we have room. Two hundred and fifty thousand per person. Children are half-price.” 
 She fired explosive shots across the bough of that last ship, but even as the man on the other end of the comm shouted and protested, he wasn’t willing to drop his ridiculous demand for coins. Much as she was tempted to blow the damned thing out of the sky to make an example of them, she knew that wouldn’t help anyone. 
 She finally found a new arrival in orbit called the  Western Wind , but they could only hold a few hundred passengers. It would have to do; she suspected she would never find enough space for the thousands of people still down there. She swept back to the dark surface and found the other ship captain waiting. The jumping around had cost her another hour. 
 “Hey, the  Western Wind  is just pulling into orbit. They said they can take four hundred, so I sent them your ship data and ours. They’re waiting for us.” 
 “Four hundred?” The captain looked to his ship and Baoji’s, shaking his head. “That’s one trip for me and one trip for Elsa.” 
 “It’s actually Baoji’s ship.” 
 He kept shaking his head. “I think she’s the one wearing the pants right now.” 
 Ada tilted her head sideways. “They’re both wearing pants.” 
 The captain blinked and smirked. “Look, I can load up on people and so can they, and then we can go, but we’re looking at the same problem all over again as soon as we’re done. And the time - if we’re lucky, we can get in two more trips -” 
 She tightened her mouth and sighed through her nose. “I get it. I’ll keep looking.” 
 She took off into the sky as Elsa emerged from the ship, twitchy and jumpy, to help load people up. She tried all the carriers she could, but for every one she found, the answer was the same - either they were full, or they were already waiting on ships from the ground that were going to fill them up, or they wanted more of the monies. There was no room left, and she soon realized there were no more ships coming through the jumpgate or entering orbit around the moon, either. This was it. 
 Many of the civilian ships were already pulling towards the jumpgate as Ada made one last orbit, looking for a transport she might have missed, even though Cherry assured her they had asked everywhere. She had to stop when another group of small Haints made a pass at the last major wave of evacuees, and she was the only one who could keep them at bay. 
 No more ships were coming. Too few remained. Two hours to go. 
 She landed on Chang’e, and the other pilot rubbed his face in exhaustion. “This is it, Earth girl. I’m grabbing everyone I can fit and getting the hell out of the system.” 
 His crew was already helping people onto the ship, and she nodded at him, shaking his hand and bidding him goodbye. They were all just doing what they could. She found Turou and pried him away from the stupid potted ginkgos again, dragging him forcefully and strapping him in behind the cockpit. 
 “Ada no! Ada, I have to take at least two -” 
 “Turou, they’re fucking trees, let it go!” 
 “What if they were the last cherry trees? The last real ones?” 
 She scowled. She didn’t have the patience to argue. “Stay here, or I dare the gods themselves to stop me knocking you out.” 
 He stayed. 
 She stepped out to find people carrying boxes into the back of Baoji’s ship. Elsa was looking on, nerves frayed, tapping her feet impatiently. There was a crowd outside them looking on as the roar of an engine and a flare of light brilliantly illuminated curtains of rain all around them. The Peregrine was the last ship, and Ada couldn’t help but notice people in the buildings, in other courtyards, and even right in front of her - far too many to fit. They weren’t going anywhere. 
 People didn’t mob the ship like she had expected them to, though. A group of them moved forward, very orderly, and got onboard, around the small stack of boxes they were bringing with them. The rest of them just… stayed. 
 Pain welled in Ada’s chest as she watched them. She looked back to the crates - there weren’t a lot of them, in all honesty, but abandoning the crates and any hope of comfort might make room for four more people. Her fingers fidgeted at the sight of it. Who was she to choose? These people had made their decisions; voted, whatever that meant. 
 She stepped outside, and Elsa started counting people. Ada walked up to those who would be left behind, trying not to look at them or - 
 Jae Sung. She recognized the young calligrapher’s face in the crowd, looking at her with quiet despair. She was darting into the crowd before she even knew what she was doing, grabbing Jae by the arm. “You’re coming.” 
 Elsa started stammering, her tone half warning and half despaired. “Ada - Ada, Turou said the ship could only hold -” 
 “There’s cargo we can throw out.” 
 “Ada, these people -” 
 An angry man stepped out in front of Ada. “What are you doing? She’s not next on the list. There’s no room.” 
 “I’m throwing out the cargo.” 
 The man’s eyes widened. “That’s our  history!  If we lose our history, we lose a part of who we are.” 
 She tilted her head. “Earth lost more than old artwork, yet here I am.” 
 “And we all saw what you did on the feed. Listen, this is a terrible situation, but the more we lose our history, the more we lose the stuff that unites us, and the lives and works of thousands of ancestors who built the very cultures -” 
 Ada reached out and gripped the man’s head firmly between her hands and jerked sideways, snapping his spine with a loud crack. She let the body crumble to the ground. Everybody around her took a sudden step back, a few people shouted, and she turned to look at them.  That  scared them more than the apocalypse? 
 She dragged Jae Sung along with her, against the young woman’s confused protests, up into the cargo hold. Elsa stepped in front of her, pointing at the crowd. “Ada, we can’t just decide -” 
 “Fuck off.” 
 People were in her way, but they shrank from her as she crackled a short-lived and angry levitation sigil into the air behind the cargo, propelling it all onto the flagstone where it smashed to pieces and spilled its contents everywhere. Plates; ornaments; books; paintings curling in the wind, matted down by the rain. Even Jae was fussing, looking absurdly guilty as though this were somehow her own fault. “Ada - Ada, please, those are -” 
 “Paintings. You paint, don’t you?” 
 She blinked. “Those were made -” 
 “Shut up and live and make more yourself.” 
 Ada stepped out the cargo hold, let her eyes fall on the crowd, and did something she knew Isavel could never do with such ease. Something she knew would vindicate all the criticisms of her elders at the Institute. Something she knew should fill her with shame and doubt and self-reproach. It utterly didn’t. 
 She picked three people. Not even at random; she had no need for elaborate self-deceptions. She picked three strangers whose faces she liked, who she felt she might have gotten along with in another life. She  relished  how hollow this judgement was. They could do nothing. She didn’t have to respect what mattered to them. 
 Others started shouting things at her. Claims they had children. Names of lovers or family members. Specialized skillsets. She ignored them all. 
 She shoved the last person into the cargo hold and Elsa held up her hands, a nervous look flickering over her face. “No more. This is it, Ada. This is all we can take without people getting injured when we take off.” 
 Ada nodded and pointed to the sky. “Then get out of here, Elsa, and stay safe. I’ll be up there soon.” 
 The cargo bay closed, the Peregrine slowly rose into the sky, engines blasting off into the night. Before returning to Cherry, she looked at the people left behind. The living dead. They watched her silently. 
 Doom was coming for them. She knew she would want to face doom on her own terms, not on the terms of some interloper. She knew she was looking at a civilization having its teeth kicked in by a crushing alien menace, and that every time she trampled over their own sovereign decisions, she was just putting another alien boot to their jaws. 
 She did not care. Cultures died; life persisted. The gods’ whims were life, death, and transcendence. So were hers. 
 Gods-damned colonial cherry trees. 
 She could take miniscule comfort in knowing those atavistic aberrations would turn to ash with the rest of the moon, but the thought of eternal cherry blossoms made her think. They were not the work of gods, but of ancient ancestors toiling for a love of beauty and life. And as living things rather than dead artifacts, they had gone on to transcend the very doomed culture that created them. 
 Turou had talked about this. There was other life humanity had cultivated in the face of doom. She leaned against Cherry’s hull. Damn it. 

Cherry - ginkgo trees. What do you know about them?


A great deal.

 She huffed.  Are they extinct on Earth?


Yes. Orbital scans suggest the last ginkgo groves went extinct in central China in 2672. It is believed that without human cultivation, they would have -

 She made a detour. Shit. Why was she doing this? 
 Life, death, transcendence. Her ancestors had done it with cherry trees, Turou’s had done it with ginkgos. Maybe it was hope for the future, maybe it was pity for another living thing. Maybe she was finally going stupid. She found Turou’s row of potted ginkgo saplings in the garden, tender little things reaching about as high as her waist, and called for Cherry.  Get over here. We’re going to leave with a few.

 She heard the ship take off, slowly lowering into the garden, fins awkwardly and unevenly spread out to achieve an even footing. Ada pointed at the pots. “How many can we take?” 

I can reconfigure the metamorphic storage space behind your seat to secure six of these saplings. I suggest taking the six to the far left, two from the row nearest yourself and four from the second row. Ginkgos are dioecious - trees are only male or female. You will need both, but more females are optimal.

 Six. Okay. She hefted the first one up, heaved it into the fighter, and found that Cherry had opened round storage compartments behind the pilot seat. She settled the first sapling in, watching the top of the compartment shrink over the pot to leave only a small opening for the sapling’s stem. Good; she didn’t want dirt flying around the cockpit. “I never knew you had storage back here.” 

A polymorphic metamaterial matrix. Its shape is highly flexible.

 Ada snorted. “Like magic. Could you build in a second seat?” 

In theory, yes.

 Ada frowned, settling the second sapling into the storage container. “I asked you once about transporting a second passenger.” 

He was a prisoner. I assumed it was unsafe to seat a prisoner behind you, where he could stab or strangle you.

 “She.” Ada nodded even as she corrected. “Fair enough.” 

One hour before the Haints reach firing distance on all ships leaving orbit for the jumpgate. The Union fleet will be able to engage the wormship at that time as well.

 Ada hurried with the last saplings, neatly tucking all six away behind her. They were as snug as they’d get. She slumped back against her seat, willing the glass shut and taking off. She flew back over the airfield, but nobody remained except the lone corpse she had put there herself. 
 “Where did they all go?” 

Given the biomedical readings of the individuals I detect in the area, they appear to have ingested euthenasic drugs.

 “What?” 

They are committing suicide.

 She looked out at the old stone campus, barely visible in the lights from Cherry’s fins. Empty - if not now, then very soon. Before the Haints even got within range. 
 She turned her eyes to the sky and got the hell out. 
  




Chapter 19

 Ada kept the Peregrine within sight as they left moon’s gravity well. She would have liked to shunt them along more quickly, but between the relative positions of the moon, planet, jumpgate, and the danger zone between the two opposing fleets, any boost to their speed would throw off their navigational computers too much to be able to reach the gate safely. 
 “Can we get the trees over to them?” 
 Cherry projected a moving image in front of her.  I believe they have an airtight container on their ship of this design. If they send it out the airlock, I can temporarily pressurize an area outside the cockpit within our shields, allowing you to grab the crate, store the saplings, and return it to their airlock.

 She nodded. She didn’t want to be responsible for these things longer than necessary. “Send him an image of the crate. Baoji? I want you to throw a box that looks like this out the airlock. I’ve got a present for Turou.” 
 Baoji’s quick acknowledgement gave way to Turou’s concerned voice. “A present?” 
 “Just wait and see.” 
 It was a simple process, for all that it took more time than she’d like. The greyish, metallic crate popped out of the Peregrine’s airlock, and Ada intercepted it, pinching it between the fighter’s fins. Then Cherry did as promise, filling the space within their hard light shields with air. It was still nerve-wracking when the cockpit slid open, in wild open space, but the air remained perfectly breathable. 
 The saplings and their clay pots were a tight and slightly awkward fit, but she managed, and not long after the crate was back in the other ship and she was safely behind solid glass again, Turou’s voice blustered through the comms. “Ada! The ginkgos -” 
 “Just enough, hopefully.” She glanced over at the two fleets rearing to ram into each other. “You’ve kept them going this long. Don’t stop now.” She spun the ship away. “I need to go. Get some rest and call me if you get into trouble.” 
 “Ada.” 
 It was Elsa. Ada frowned a little at her tone. “What?” 
 “Be careful.” 
 She pursed her lips and didn’t answer. Instead, she extended a warp field around herself, snapping across the selenial system in less than a heartbeat. The  Chieftain  loomed beside her, and as she started mulling over the next engagement it addressed the rest of the fleet. 
 “The  King  will enter Haint firing range in twenty minutes. It is on-course for impact. We need to maximize hull longevity, particularly in the aft.” 
 She whispered. “What’s aft?” 
 Cherry highlighted the rear of the ship in her eyes.  They have stockpiled explosives in the rear of the ship.

 Ada frowned and zipped over to the suicide carrier, crewed only by volunteers running the most basic systems. This sacrifice wouldn’t even be necessary if the Union wasn’t culturally terrified of robots. What was she supposed to do, though? Gods knew she had the most useful ship in this miserable fleet, for all that it was the smallest. 
 From within this thicket of colonial warships she could see the wormship and its smoky escort sliding towards Chang’e, trailing an impossibly huge column of white veil behind them. She wasn’t sure what exactly would happen when it reached the planet, but this Union carrier was large - as large as those Leviathans - and even if it wasn’t loaded with explosives, she couldn’t imagine it slamming into the wormship without dealing crippling damage. 
 Comms buzzed at her brain. “Weapon range in ten. After that, five to impact. Fire on intersecting Haint ships to clear the way. Once the hulk is destroyed, grab any lifepods you can, but maintain course for the orbital assist. The auxiliary fleet will cover the evacuation corridor.” 

Cherry, is there anything we can do for massive effect here? Can we build a bomb or something? What about what we did to send Elysium into orbit?


We could create a large muta-energetic explosion, but that would require significant quantities of matter and code present at the desired epicentre of the blast. As it stands, the Haints could destroy the code before it reaches their fleet, or us before we manage to code it in their midst. Unfortunately, the best we can do is continue to intercept starfire heading for the  King .

 She sighed and zipped ahead of the carrier’s pitted nose cone as it hurtled through space. Playing point defense against starfire was perfectly doable. It was no a crippling blow or a grand stand, but nobody else could do it effectively - Union point defense seemed incapable of bursting starfire, and wasting rockets in the effort was, well, wasteful. 
 She steadied herself in her seat, wondering what exactly was going to happen next. Much of the Haint escort had already swerving to intercept the Union fleet, curving towards her like the sun-bleached ribs of something long dead. Ada knew, by now, that knocking out a ship’s engines wasn’t enough to stop it from being a threat. 
 “Weapon range in five.” 
 Hm. Five minutes. Maybe could make a difference in those minutes. 
 “Cherry, can we damage the Leviathan thrusters? Throw them off-course?” 
 Her ship’s responses weren’t very encouraging these days.  Doubtful. Leviathans could potentially destroy our shields at close range with weapons and certainly with a self-destruct. We cannot get behind the vanguard without being exposed to fire from the rear. And their veil is thick enough that we may simply be unable to penetrate critical systems.

 She brought up a floating display of the fleets in front of her, frowning, puzzling over it, looking for some kind of angle. Then, all of a sudden and well before she was ready, the Haints lashed out, starfire zipping around her towards the Union fleet. 
 She slowed time and started firing, six fins each independently adjusting to find their targets and cut down the largest bursts of incoming starfire. Webworks of firing angles snared her eyes as she picked target after target. She filled the field with glittering shards that burst into splinters of light, and packets that ran through enough of the stuff were destabilized and burst into coils of cooling gas. 
 But Cherry’s fins moved in realtime, along with the hexes and starfire, so she could only do so much. Shots inevitably pelted through, more and more as the full fleet came into range. Ada narrowed her focus around the carrier itself, lighting up the darkness with dense clouds of disintegrating shrapnel, but she couldn’t stop everything. With every quickening heartbeat her eyes darted faster and faster, looking for something she couldn’t imagine. 
 “Two minutes to impact.” 
 The wormship was getting closer a lot faster than she had expected. Cherry traced the mathematics of Haint trajectories, and it didn’t look like they were going to be able to intercept the carrier directly. The final few klicks would happen incredibly quickly. She would need to disappear fast. 
 A colonial cruiser exploded, flinging shreds of hull sideways that scraped through a frigate. The Leviathans were approaching along a curve, slightly to the carrier’s right side. A small ship burst into fire. They would probably miss the carrier, and it wasn’t like they could just - 
 Oh shit. 
 She warped sideways out of the fleet. Broadcast to every ship in the area. 
 “The Leviathans are going to detonate! Get out of there!” 
 There was a buzz of comm traffic, but only one response registered with her brain. 
 “What do you expect us to do about it?” 
 They were right. These ships - each was set in its path, forced to carve glacial deviations through space over minutes or hours. Ada sat out about two klicks behind the carrier, and for ten agonizing seconds, she watched the lead trio of Leviathans get closer and closer. 
 At the moment when they looked like they were going to overshoot the carrier, she watched them all suddenly explode in unison. She watched a massive wave of debris and energy rip the carrier apart, tearing into the explosives cached into the rear, scattering its hull and contents across the void. She watched the wormship’s cannons suddenly start pounding the cruisers and frigates all at once with individual fireballs as big as Cherry, tearing them to shreds. 
 She watched most of the debris that had been the Union fleet fly close past the wormship’s massive bulk, set off-course by the impacts. The fleet passed around the Haints to swing around Chang’e back to the jumpgate, but not many would be doing so intact. Debris from the carrier and other ships that didn’t outright miss struck veil, flashing briefly but having no appreciable effect on the wormship. 
 She breathed quietly. 
 After a long moment, a transmission clicked through. “This is  Chieftain . Everyone riding the gravity assist, watch your backs on retreat. The jumpgate will be detonated when the Haints close the distance or when the last ships are through. They may be decelerating into stationary orbit now, but that could change at any time.” 
 That was it. They were abandoning the system. 
 No, no, that couldn’t be it. They couldn’t just… leave. 
 She had to do  something . She was Ada Liu, First Sorceress of Earth. She could do something. 
 Wraiths wouldn’t work here - starfire would burn through the code immediately, she didn’t know how to armor them, and in any case they couldn’t pierce the veil. 
 Cherry couldn’t take out the wormship - the thing was enormous, heavily veiled, and even if she could dodge most shots there would be the occasional smack to her shields that could get her killed. 
 What else was there? 
 She had a ship, and she had code, both ineffective. She had allies, equally ineffective. 
 She had a brain. A decent brain, all things considered. Was that ineffective too? 
 “How long till the wormship reaches firing range on Chang’e?” 

Ninety minutes, roughly.

 “Okay. I don’t think we can destroy it.” 

I agree.

 “We need to be able to get  something  from this, though. You said you can’t actively scan their systems? What if we grabbed a Hornet, ripped it apart, figured out how it works, and you could send some kind of transmission to the other Haint ships to start firing on the wormship? You know their targeting algorithms, right? You know their communications procedures.” 

It is possible, but I cannot promise anything. I have been scanning their transmissions for some time and I do not believe they coordinate attacks directly.

 “What? They’re obviously coordinating, just look at them.” 

I believe they are each separately running an identical, deterministic algorithm for fleet maneuvering that results in each ship calculating its place based on observational knowledge of their surroundings and their fleet. Coordination through active transmissions would be vulnerable to the kind of information warfare you are proposing.

 “Shit. Can we at least try?” 

Of course.

 She quickly cast her mind through the system, looking for a lone Hornet somewhere. There were several small formations gliding towards the evacuation corridor - easy pickings for her. She snapped across the void towards a trio of them, blasting two and closing in on the third as it swiveled to fire at her. 
 “How do we do this?” 

We will need to pry off a veil plate.

 Just like eating crab. The plates generating the protective veil were visibly segmented on the smaller ships, not quite covering the dark metal internals, so that seemed easy enough. She pinched the tips of her right flank fins together and swept down alongside the Hornet, whirling around it as it tried to face her. At a choice moment she rammed sideways into one of the gaps between the veil segments, her shields whingeing on contact with the veil, and ripped the fins open again. 
 Miraculously, the veil armour popped off, corkscrewing through space at the head of its glowing contrail and leaving the upper half of the Hornet exposed, cold metal and machine made vulnerable. She maneuvered Cherry over the exposed portion of the Haint, circling it as the Haint tried to lock onto her, and dug into it with the two lower fins, pinning it in position relative to her. 
 “Can you scan it?” 

Yes; without quantum interference, active and passive scanning is fully effective.

 Ada looked out the window towards the evacuation corridor, civilians fleeing Chang’e in an ever-rectracting column. There was no more help coming, but maybe she could get one last punch into the fight. 
 “Cherry, please, gods, tell me something good.” 

I am happy to report their systems are based entirely on quantum computing.

 “Why is that  good?  I thought you said the Union barely had any quantum computing. This means they’re more advanced.” 

More advanced than the Union. My own systems are built entirely with string computing; quantum computing is an older, intermediary computational paradigm. It is unlikely the Haints will ever match Earth computational capabilities unless they are upgraded by their creators.

 She frowned, but allowed herself to smile too. Her ancients were still in the lead. “Okay, good, but how do we stop the wormship?” 

I am decoding and simulating the algorithms they use for coordinating warfare and fleet movements, but it will take a little time.

 “Wait, you said their creators. What do you know about them?” 

Unfortunately, the Hornet does not appear to contain any strategic intelligence. Aside from complex behaviour algorithms and hardware interfaces, it contains only log files, which I can use to determine where it has been and what it has done. Based on the structure of the code, I believe individual ships only ever have access to general algorithms that determine how to respond to their broad orders.

 “So you know where this Hornet came from?” 

Assuming its logs were never wiped, which I cannot say for certain. The earliest records are from star system over a hundred parsecs from here.

 “Can we somehow get the wormship to warp back? Give it new orders?” 

The wormship would need to traverse a jumpgate - it cannot warp or sustain an exterior wormhole. I do not believe we could make it retreat.

 She flexed her fingers. “Any reason to keep this Hornet?” 

No. I have stored all raw scan data and can analyze it at any time.

 “Good.” She splayed the ship’s fins out, blasting downwards and shredding the Hornet apart. Debris fanned out into space as she spun around towards the wormship. She kept her distance, watching, waiting, desperately trying to think. 
 “Can we broadcast as though we were a Haint? Confuse their fleet algorithms?” 

Potentially, but this would result in a benign fleet repositioning at best and won’t affect their objectives. I cannot determine a way to use their fleet positioning algorithms to damage or interrupt the wormship. We have one hour remaining.

 She thought and she thought, but nothing came to her. She skipped up and down the evacuation corridor, blasting small Haint excursions, hoping that with distraction ideas might start to grow in the back of her mind. That happened, sometimes - but not this time. Nothing was coming to her. Cherry had no ideas either. But they had to do something. Something! Anything! 
 As a Vulture careened off-course, dead and whirling, she slammed the sides of her seat. Even the little victories felt like failures. “Damn it, we have to stop them! Think of something!” 

I am simulating exotic warfare tactics, Ada, but the wormship is simply too large and well-protected for anything I am able to suggest, and we have no more assets to call upon.

 “And even if there was something else on Earth, it’s hours and hours away.” 

Yes. All my records, even the classified ones, indicate there are no other ships with comparable capabilities to mine, nor any production facilities or blueprints to create new ones. Ada, we have twenty minutes -

 Hundreds of klicks from Chang’e, a spinal core in the wormship started glowing. 
 For a brief moment, there was an orange pulse of light along its length. It must be starting its attack sequence. They had almost no time - 
 A fiery pillar of orange light slammed from the wormship to the dark side of the moon. Instant, quick, unstoppable. Chang’e’s atmosphere burst into fire around the point of impact. An angry orange-white ring tore across the atmosphere. Fire across oceans and mountains, lighting up the night, crossing into the day and outshining the distant sun. It reached the opposite end of the moon, found nothing left to burn, petered out and fell dark. 
 Ada had held her breath for all the time it took to end a world. 
 What hung there now was a blackened ball of ash. The atmosphere had been burned, leaving only a blackish haze of smoke curling around the planet. Seas had boiled shallow and grey, land had turned molten and was cooling into volcanic glass, the polar ice caps were completely gone. 
 There was nothing left. 
 Millions of people. Dozens of massive cities. Billions of plants and animals. A thousand years of history. All wiped out by a ring of fire that barely took thirty seconds to cross the entire globe. 

It appears Union records underestimated the ship’s firing range by several dozen kilometers.

 Ada couldn’t speak. She stared at the ashen ruin and saw nothing but a void made so much emptier by just how full it had been minutes earlier. 
 Gone. Chang’e was gone. 
 A transmission clicked through from the fleet, which she could see was still swinging around the dead moon’s gravity. They had been awfully close. “All ships, enter the jumpgate as soon as possible. Do not wait on specific destinations. We need to detonate the jumpgate. We’re done here.” 
 Chang’e was gone. 
 What could they possibly do to stop this? 

Ada, your vitals are spiking. How are you feeling?


“They glassed a whole fucking world full of millions of people! ” She slammed her palm into the sides of her seat. “How the fuck do you think I feel?!” 
 Cherry remained quiet for a moment. Ada watched the Haints, clenching her fists and huffing, their cloudy white veils following them through space as they took up orbit around the husk. New ships started jumping in from the wormship, and they streamed downwards towards the moon. What were they even doing? They had already destroyed everything down there. 
 They had to stop the Haints.  She  had to stop them. How? She slammed her fist against the cockpit glass. 

I have intercepted a transmission from the wormship into deep space. It appears to contain coordinates for the Union’s other jumpgates, as well as additional information that may include access algorithms. This wormship and any other Haint jumpgates have the ability to send ships through Union jumpgates.

 Gods. They were fucked. They really did have to shut down the gates. She clutched her head in her hands, squeezing her brain, thinking. 
 “What… where did that transmission get sent?” 

The transmission beam appears to include the same star system the Hornet’s earliest jump logs refer to.

 She blinked. “Is that their home system?” 

Possibly. We cannot be certain that was the target system.

 She watched the new set of Haint ships jump in from the wormship’s twin gates, weird ships that she had not yet had the displeasure of seeing. Ships headed straight for the planet. 
 “Cherry.” 
 After a moment.  Yes, Ada?

 “The Union has to shut down its jumpgates.” 

This seems the prudent course of action. If they do, the wormship will need to travel for approximately seventeen years at sublight speeds to reach the nearest Union system, Vesta.

 “Seventeen years? That’s it?” She gripped her skill. “They can turn off their entire civilization and it will only buy them seventeen years before they get glassed again anyway?” 

Yes.

 “How are they supposed to survive?” 

I do not know. Military assets are insufficient. Information security is too weak to disguise secret interstellar evacuations. Spaceflight technology will not support viable populations long enough to survey and colonize new worlds the Haints are unfamiliar with.

 “Why didn’t the Haints come back and glass them all a thousand years ago? Why did they wait for…” She hesitated, swallowed. “For us?” 

I do not know. But Hornet targeting algorithms include provisions for planetary combat, presumably in the event that a planet cannot be outright destroyed, and these algorithms are instructive. They prioritize interstellar shipbuilding capabilities and scientific infrastructure when not under immediate tactical threat.

 “Wait, scientific infrastructure?” 

Yes. They perform scans to pinpoint chemistry and energy expenditures associated with industrial engineering, as well as electromagnetic signatures characteristic of complex material information processing.

 Ada thought about it. The Haints weren’t just trying to kill  people  - they were consciously trying to set the Union back to a more primitive level of development. 
 Which, on reflection, they had achieved admirably. The Union was pathetically primitive compared to what a thousand years of development should have achieved. Part of that might be direct Haint attacks, but another part was that virus Elsa had talked about - Umbra Ex Machina. The shadow from the machine. From the Haints. 
 And Earth… 
 Venshi’s Human Protection Project idiots had help building the technophage, help from the colonies. Umbra Ex found a group of humans all too willing to self-destruct, and manipulated them to its own ends. Gods only knew what they had done to Mir, but the effect was the same. 
 “Cherry, it’s like they’re trying to keep everyone in check. To  manage  us.” 
 Cherry was silent for a moment.  Several possible understandings of your sentiment are compatible with the data, but I do not see -

 “I fucking knew it.” She hid her face in her palms. It had been staring her in the eyes this whole time, hadn’t it? “They might glass a planet or two and knock out interstellar travel, but they don’t actually care about killing anybody. They just want to keep us under control with minimal effort.” 

What do you mean?

 “The Union is filled with paranoia about artificial intelligence and human genetics because of a Haint virus called Umbra Ex. You said yourself that will slow them down.” 

Umbra Ex Machina? I have encountered this label in Union records. Descriptions of the virus match what I encountered on the  Watersmoke  when I first found you. The agent was a quantum virus far more sophisticated than the Union seems capable of producing.

 “They thought it was just rumours or old history.” She thought about that for a long, silent moment. “Could Umbra Ex be sabotaging any AI they ever build, to make them think it’s inherently dangerous?” 

Not only artificial intelligence.
 Union history features numberous unexplained and severe malfunctions in other fields: synthetic biology, interstellar spaceflight, nanotechnology, and more. The Union has suffered statistically extreme numbers of cancelled research projects, renowned scientists killed in accidents, and large public outcries against technologies in these specific domains. I destroyed the infection on the  Watersmoke  before completely analyzing its algorithms, but it is not impossible these are all rooted in Umbra Ex.

 “Of course. All the Haints need to do is pop up every thousand years to scare them into blowing up their jumpgates. They’ll never progress beyond where they are today. That’s why they only commit the bare minimum fleet they need to beat the Union.” 

Additionally, committing minimum fleets encourages the Union to engage instead of fleeing by providing a sense of hope, ultimately speeding up the destruction of Union assets. Ada, given time and systems access, I could craft a viral counter weapon to neutralize Umbra Ex throughout Union networks.

 “We’ll make time later. Right now… ” 
 What did she know? 
 The Haints were trying to contain everybody. They knocked out Mir, they fed the forces who would create the technophage, they crushed the Union nearly to extinction. 
 Now the Haints were attacking again, and why? Ada had brought the Union to Earth by lifting the gods’ cloak of silence over Earth, and now she had brought Earth to the Union. 
 Her heart started pounding. The gods. “They knew.  The gods were isolating Earth because they were trying to protect us from the fucking  Haints , Cherry!” 

This theory is consistent with what I now know.

 “I asked them to disable their tachyon interdiction fields so we could reach these idiots in the Union, and the gods never said anything! And now the Haints know a human left Earth, without the technophage, and brought a ship with her. The Haints know we broke their containment, Cherry.” 
 You anticipate they will move against Earth. 
 She rested her hand over the pocket where she kept the locator stone. “We’re practically begging them to attack Earth, and what the hell is Earth going to do about it?” 
 Cherry was silent for a long moment before finally answering.  This hypothesis could be consistent with the data we have, but we do not have any evidence yet they will move on Earth.

 “Tell me you’ve got a better idea of what’s going on. Please, please tell me you do.” 

I do not.

 Together they stared at the Union fleet and the civilian evacuation ships, slowly moving towards the jumpgate. 

Ada, I am sorry. The only comfort I can offer is that, if we fail to bring in more assets from Earth, it is possible Haint algorithms will conclude my appearance was a strategic anomaly, not worth pursuing.

 Of course. Of course she couldn’t go back. If she had already painted a target on her back, the last thing she wanted to do was wave that target around near Isavel. 
 But she didn’t  want  Cherry to be a strategic anomaly. She didn’t  want  Earth to remain safely derelict. Sooner or later Earth needed to wake up, and the Haints would be waiting for them. 
 “That’s not enough. None of this is enough.” 
 Her ship didn’t question her as they zipped over to Baoji’s ship, still hours from the jumpgate but at least well out of Haint range. She sidled up beside them and opened the comms, raising a hand as she glimpsed Baoji and Elsa, Turou behind them, through their cockpit window. 
 “Hey friends.” 
 “Ada.” Elsa’s voice was somber. “I never thought I’d see… that.” 
 “I know.” She reached into her pocket, gripping the dim locator stone in her fingers. “This is  my  fault, and the Union is suffering for it. But if I don’t do something, they’ll come for Earth too. I can’t let that happen.” 
 She took a deep breath. Isavel was still back there, and if the Haints came for them there was nothing they could to do stop them. Only the gods could even try, but she wouldn’t hold out hope. She couldn’t let them destroy her home or hurt Isavel. She had to warn them. 
 But she had to stop the Haints as well. 
 “I’m going to go for a trip.” 
 “What?” Elsa sounded puzzled. “Back to Earth?” 
 “No. The Haints have me marked for how powerful my ship is - I can’t lead their attention back there.” She shook her head. “I’m going to find the Haint homeworld.” 
 The silence was deafening until Elsa broke it. “What? Are you out of your fucking mind? I mean, more than you already -” 
 Maybe she was. “No. Surviving isn’t enough. If we can’t stop the Haints, nobody can ever thrive. Not the Union, not Earth, not any other civilization that follows in our footsteps. So I need to find out where their heart is, and rip it out.” 
 She could tell Baoji was shaking his head. “Ada, you can’t just fly -” 
 “I can and I will.  This  is what I came here for.” She squeezed the locator stone. “I left everything behind because I wanted to know why Earth had fallen, and how to build something new from the ruins. This is the answer: we  can’t  build anything new while there are Haints waiting to use our own weaknesses to knock us down again.  You  sure as hell can’t stop them, but maybe I stand a chance.” 
 They were quiet for a moment before Baoji spoke. “Go. Do what you need to do, sorceress. We’re making the Tlaloc connection. If you come back, look for us there.” 
 “ When , not if.” She cricked her neck. “Stay safe.” 
 “Winds at your back, Ada.” 
 She turned to warp away into deep space. The wormship seemed to dare her from afar as she tried to steel herself.  The Union military was clearing the moon’s well, leaving it behind. The beast fell into orbit around its dead prey, smaller Haints and their veils spreading like roots into orbit, and to her surprise she saw some of the Haint warfleet disappearing back through the wormship. 
 “Cherry, where are those ships jumping to?” 

Based on spacetime deformations and the jump algorithms they share with the Union, it seems to be a system a few dozen light-years away from Union space, away from both Earth and the system the Hornet originated in.

 “So either they’re surrounding the Union and that’s another base, or they’re attacking someone else.” 

Both possible. Only a few small Vultures and Hornets appear to be making the jump, and they are not in need of repairs.

 “Hm.” She considered it. Another civilization under attack? An exploratory mission? Reinforcements for a Haint system under attack itself? Impossible to say. “We can check it out later. I want to know where these fucking things come from and how we can stop them.” 

Very well. The origin system is three warp jumps rimward, with eight-hour waiting periods between jumps to regenerate energy through the vacuum cells.

 “Fine. First, though.” She took a deep breath. “I want to send a message to Earth. To the gods. To Isavel Valdéz if they can find her. Can… can we send an audiovisual transmission?” 

Yes. Ready to record at your mark.

 She took a moment to decide what to say. She held the locator stone in her right hand as she did, looking into the faint reflection of herself in the glass of the cockpit before her, a reflection she only ever saw if she looked very closely. It was enough, something to make eye contact with. 
 First she told the gods what they needed to know. They would have to deactivate or destroy the Tannhäuser Gate around Jupiter to prevent any immediate Haint incursions. They would have to disable communications from Earth, again, to stay hidden. She sent them Cherry’s data on Haint fleets and equipment and tactics, and footage of the destruction of Chang’e. Everything they would need to know. 
 She told them to find Isavel Valdéz, wherever she was. The only other earthling freed from the technophage. The only person Ada could trust with the protection of Earth. 
 And then she spoke to Isavel herself. Only the truth. Her failures, her frustrations, her fear, her resolution. In a sense, she was doing this for her, and she wanted Isavel to understand that, however selfish that want might be. She needed Isavel to stay safe, to protect the world and, above all else, herself. And if Ada never returned to Earth to find her, she needed Isavel to know why. 
 She was doing what she could. 
 She let the transmission fly towards whatever distant star concealed Earth under its skirt, and turned Cherry towards destinations unknown. They were going to cross vast distances, fly further than the entire expanse of Union space. Astronomical records of this distant star were sparse; it had six planets of various sizes, and emitted no intelligible electromagnetic signals. It was, to all eyes, a dim, unremarkable sun. 
 “Isavel.” She muttered under her breath as the brilliant blue warp stabilizer crackled into place around the ship, briefly reminding her of a proper, living sky. “Gods protect you. Stay safe.” 
 Starlight around Ada smudged as they warped deep into the black, the galaxy whipping by at speeds no animal or machine could comprehend. 
  




Chapter 20

 The first warp took them well beyond any area ever visited by humans, mirrans, or either of their robotic probes. It was a long and featureless jump, the sight of  stars and planets crushed into a blue glow against the glass by the impossible speed . Ada closed her eyes, the warp field too dizzying to look at directly. 
 They fell back into normalcy in an uninhabited, unremarkable star system, far enough from any planet that the only thing she could see with her eyes was the local sun. She looked around, taking stock of the emptiness, and realized she would have to spend eight hours in the middle of nowhere. The less she used the ship, the faster it could regenerate whatever energy it fed off, after all. “Okay, first jump went well. Anything nearby?” 

I detect a Haint jumpgate orbiting the second planet.

 Ada jolted. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 

I detect no further Haint activity in the system. The jumpgate is large enough to accommodate a wormship, but it seems to be inactive.

 Small mercy. They had little choice, though, so Ada tried to get herself to sleep, which Cherry was happy to help with. Eight hours later the ship woke her with a gentle chime. She felt a bit more stable; seeing a planet destroyed was not something she expected to shake off easily, but sleep had a cooling effect on just about any nerves. 

I have been monitoring transmissions from the jumpgate, as well as analysing the sum of transmissions and algorithms and data I have on Haint communications. I believe I may be able to synthesize a basic framework for understanding the native language of the group that created them.

 For what good that would do Chang’e. “Sounds worth trying. Are we ready to go?” 

Yes . 
 They cracked across space and time, falling out in another star system, near a dark, barren lump of a world. An unsettling familiar one. One that looked… 
 “Cherry, is this… another planet they glassed?” 

Chemical signatures suggest the same weapon used on Chang’e was used here, yes. I detect a Haint jumpgate in equatorial orbit around the planet. This is not one of the lost Union colonies.

 Ada looked around and spotted it, a smoky, glowing white ring dancing around the planet like the skeleton of some long-dead moon. She glanced back at the planet, ashen and lifeless. 
 “Who lived here?” 

I detect alien wreckage orbiting the planet, of unfamiliar composition. A civilization with spaceflight capabilities may have lived here, but I can deduce nothing further.

 She zipped into closer orbit, and did indeed find clouds of the stuff. Fragments of exotic metal, odd pieces of machinery, all scorched black by starfire. Alien designs by unknown peoples, long lost to time. “What else?” 

I detect Haint ships active several million klicks away, in an asteroid field orbiting the local sun. Their behaviour suggests mineral extraction. I will continue to observe as my vacuum cells recharge.

 Ada’s fingers fidgeted against the control grooves. There was no vengeance to be had for whatever had happened here. Attacked the mining ships would draw more attention than was worth the trouble. She pointed Cherry away from the husk world, and tried to turn her mind elsewhere. “I don’t think I can sleep another eight hours.” 

I can run neural simulations for educational or entertainment purposes. This would only add two minutes to the necessary recharge time.

 She grimaced. “What do you mean, neural simulations?” 

Somewhat similar to the thousand worlds, as you know them.

 Her eyes widened. “What? I thought Earth was too far to reach them.” 

It is, but I can still influence your brain into believing it is somewhere else, doing and experiencing other things. We have a vast range of options catering to various interests and moods. It can be very useful for pilot health.

 She reached into her pocket, pulling out the locator stone and letting it rest in her hand, pinching it between her fingers. She let her memories drift. She could imagine all kinds of recreational options, but something struck her. “I… could you teach me how to dance? I never got a chance to learn.” 

Certainly. I will stop the simulation if I detect suspicious activity.

 Ada felt the world suddenly melt away. For all that she knew she was seated in her ship, all her senses told her otherwise. She was standing alone in a fairly large room with polished stone floors and tidy, simple wooden walls that vaulted high into the ceiling. 
 Someone was standing in front of her, someone who looked like Isavel. She flinched . 
 “Not her. Someone else.” 
 “Very well.” The figure’s shape immediately changed, Isavel replaced by what appeared to be a perfect copy of Ada herself; the voice remained Cherry’s all the way through. “Is this more agreeable?” 
 Ada laughed. She - the other she - took her hands, and awkwardly and poorly Ada tried to move along with her, doing whatever she was told, glad for a while not to think about where she was or what she was doing. Time was muddled here, as though her brain had stopped keeping track, and when Cherry gently brought her back out of the simulation she wasn’t sure if she had been in for minutes or days. 

Astronomical analysis indicates Haint travel logs coordinates correspond to a specific planet around our destination star. The radio burst from our warp dropout may alert them, unless we arrive in the shadow of a body that can absorb the burst.

 Her muscles tingled, as though she had been using them for real. She flexed them gingerly, rubbing her legs with her palms. “Like what, behind a moon? Can we do that, melded maybe? But make sure we have enough energy to get warp the hell out if we need to.” 

Acknowledged. The last leg of the journey will be half the distance, so we will have sufficient energy for operational purposes and for emergency escape.

 “I like that.” She laid back in the seat and rolled her shoulders, breathing deep as the stars waited outside the glass. Who had built these Haints, exactly, and why? 
 And how would she take them down? 
 The last jump dropped them into a soup of urgency and alertness. Swarms of needle-like dangers and unknowns descended on Ada’s brain, all the information she needed to know and all the emotional burn she needed to take it seriously. 
 This system was fucking crawling with Haints. 
 They had jumped in behind a barren moon, the prismatic cloud of dust from the dropout dissipating towards it. Hopefully that had concealed her approach. As she zipped around the moon, her destination soon became visible in the distance, and she swore. 
 It was ringed by massive, hulking ships and space stations, all oozing a thick veil that coalesced into an smokey mockery of Earth’s own ring. The planet itself was quite subdued. It was mostly grey, with smudges of green and brown here and there. Featureless expanses were viciously cut apart by vast straight lines across its surface, all running parallel to the equator and the ring-fleet around the world, some deep blue to black and others brilliant green. 

The large facilities orbiting the planet appear to be Haint shipyards.

 They were already melded to the stars, so Ada steeled herself and zipped towards the Haint menagerie. “Did they notice our jump?” 

They do not seem to have. The radio burst is very brief and narrow, and was absorbed by the moon.

 She approached the planet, pushing the ship as fast as it would go without warping, and the shipyards came into focus. The vast, spindly things were surrounded by long grids of support structures and swarms of tiny Haints welding and fitting and otherwise connecting vast pieces of equipment together. She quickly noticed the was unmistakable, half-completed structure of another wormship, skeletal and emaciated without its protective veil. 

The stations are transmitting vast amounts of superluminal communications. They appear to be coordinating fleet movements across dozens of star systems.

 “Can you see their targets?” 

Directionally, yes. I am storing the information. We will need more data to determine the precise target systems and the nature of their Haint presence, but probabilistically, I believe they are transmitting to seventy-six nearby stars in varying capacities.

 Seventy-six systems. The Union had twelve - eleven, now. Mir was long dead. Earth stood alone. 
 She swung Cherry around some of the massive Haint stations,  larger than anything Ada had ever seen in space except the ring around Earth itself. Some were jumpgates, with scores of wispy white dots emerging and entering in transit with distant stars. Others were refineries accepting streams of mining ships with raw materials for processing, or factories churning out parts that were carried to the shipyards. There were shipyards producing wormships and Leviathans and hundreds of other craft. And there were others, the ones Cherry said were beaming out most of the signals into space. Communication hubs. 
 Each one was shrouded by a veil so thick they looked like they were entirely built from glowing white smoke; only the occasional construction girder or other functional piece of architecture jutted out. She couldn’t see most of the hulls. There was no way anything in the Union - or  everything  in the Union - could possible assault these and win. 

I believe I have synthesized a functional basis of the Haint progenitors’ native language.

 Ada turned to look down at the cloudy, grey planet, and the stunningly artificial green gashes scattered across its equator and tropics. This was a more alien world than any Union planet; its people were no doubt equally so. Her fists clenched as imagined what she might do to them. “Then let’s go say hi.” 

I have been mapping the surface. Here are all artificial structures I can detect.

 A representation of the world bloomed grey in front of her, ugly greens and browns growing in the creases. Long white lines represented those strange gashes, and smaller white clusters looked suspiciously like cities. She picked the largest on this part of the planet and pushed Cherry down into the world’s cold dawn. 
 As her shields lit up, she hoped the Haints weren’t looking down. Or up. 
 She broke clean into the atmosphere, fires fading, and passed through a layer of irregular, patchy grey clouds. She dove through another layer of cloud cover, and emerged above a rocky, grimy-looking shithole of a planet. 
 The surface was covered with…  something . It could have been trees, or delicate rock formations, or strange mushrooms. Whatever it was didn’t look alive in any sense she understood. She saw nothing resembling plants or animals. “Cherry, what the hell is wrong with this place?” 

The atmosphere contains only trace oxygen. You will need your helmet. I detect only basic biological organisms similar to algae, lichen, and microbial life.

 The world looked like a corpse, dessicated and shrivelled in a wasteland. It made Ada want to whimper. What in the worlds lived  here  that had built the Haints? It was only stranger when a forest of towering glass spires jutted out from the raw, ugly despair of the world around it. A recognizable city. 
 It almost would not have looked out of place on Earth. 
 As she cruised closer, Cherry highlighted veins of energy through the city. She slowed down, carefully drifting through the spaces between the towers, looking down into the streets below, into windows on either side. Everything looked old. Empty. 
 She settled Cherry down in the middle of what looked like a public square, and took a deep breath. No good air here. She popped the helmet up from her suit, face covered by the visor, and stepped outside after Cherry drained their air, setting her feet onto the Haint planet. 
 There really was nothing here. 
 Her boots crackled on dust and stones as she walked through the square. There were ancient, dried-out trees rising from few very purposeful-looking holes in the stone that covered the square, but as she walked up to them and looked more closely, they looked like rock. “Are these actually trees? They look wrong.” 

They appear to be petrified. Turned to stone through age and lack of oxygen. Isotope scans suggests they died between 2800 and 3200 years ago.

 “What? That’s… gods.” 
 She kept her hand away from them, even though her suit protected her, and turned to the buildings. Alien scripts dashed across windows and walls, punctured by doors of various sizes and shapes, architectures of subtly distinct styles. There was nothing alive here, at least nothing that wasn’t a kind of green or brown slime, but it was all horribly familiar-looking. 
 Cherry lifted up and started hovering several meters behind her. Despite the fact that there was almost nothing here, she felt danger pressing down on her from all around. This entire world was something out of a nightmare. Grey clouds sprawled overhead, barely distinguishable from the glassy towers reflecting them or the dull concrete and stone and metal binding the glass together. 
 “Those power conduits - they’re active? Where are they going?” 

Those that remain operational appear connected to a very large facility south of the city.

 “What about here? What are all these… words?” 

I am actively performing analyses to attempt to establish a dictionary. I cannot be certain of the translation.

 “Guesses?” 

They may be commercial or cultural in nature. Statements regarding activities and products found within the buildings.

 “Where are the… the people?” 

No lifeforms I can detect are ergonomically compatible with this architecture.

 She sighed, watching her breath fog against the glassy helmet, and wrapped her arms around herself. She hated this place. She walked back towards Cherry, who settled down gently on the dusty ground and allowed her to climb in. They rose up into the sky, flying southwards through the forest of glass towers, towards that active facility. 
 On the way she passed a large, barren mountain that seemed to be covered in spines. As she drew closer, she realized they weren’t spines - they were more trees. Suffocated, mineralized, petrified. It hadn’t always been this way. This planet had died. 
 She reached the nearest facility that still seemed powered. Lights flickered along the roof and the entrance, but there were no windows. Indeed, the building seemed to plunge into a mountain. “This is it?” 

Most of the region’s power and chemical conduits seem to be leading here, yes.

 “Chemical conduits?” 
 A faint green glow suddenly illuminated a set of lines coursing through the world, and as Ada flew further south past the facility, she realized they were pipes feeding something into the facility. She kept going, flying as fast as she could, until she found the source - an incredibly vast, glass-covered vat of bright green sludge, stretching east to west as far as the eye could see. 
 “What is this stuff?” 

It is morphologically similar to algae. It undergoes electrochemical processing before being pumped towards the facility.

 She turned around and flew back to that facility, where the power and algae were being sent. They kept low to avoid being too obvious, and that slowed them a little, but it was better to be safe than sorry. She landed in front of it, looking up at the alien writing along the left side of the door, utterly uncomprehending. If it mattered, surely she would figure it out inside. 
 “Anything dangerous in here?” 

I detect no lifeforms, nor anything I would recognize as a weapon. Your suit gloves should allow you to code, if you need to.

 Small mercy. She walked up to the door and it opened immediately, sliding to the side as though expecting her. Really? No need to break in? No security at all? She walked into a broad room covered in more alien writing, with pictures and bright colours everywhere. Paintings. Scenes depicting strange creatures in fantastical places. 
 Nothing like the dead nightmare outside. 
 “You see all this? Cherry, I want to know what the fuck is going on.” 

I am simulating and compiling data, and recording everything you see through the suit. Some of the pigmentation in the images is invisible to the human eye - the spectral range of their vision extends further into the ultraviolet than yours. There are also unshielded computer systems here; I will attempt to analyse them.

 Ada walked towards one of the broadest doors, and it too beeped and slid open as she approached. Everything here felt remarkably normal, except for the dull grey and the utter lifelessness. “Where should I be going?” 

The majority of the energy conduits appear to feed into a large quantum network in the basement. Take the door to your right, down the stairs, to the bottom.

 She looked and saw a remarkably human-friendly door, though its handle was a bit too low and its frame a bit too narrow. It felt locked. A quick disintegration sigil on the door allowed her to ram her shoulder through, and she found herself in a bare concrete set of stairs, going down. Small details like the spacing of the steps were all wrong, but everything was still horribly recognizable. When she reached a door at the bottom, alien writing scrawled down the left side of the frame. 
 “Any idea what that says?” 

According to my current dictionary, it says Computers Main Control.

 Hm. That was pretty straightforward. She found this door locked as well, disintegrated it, and shouldered her way through the crumbling metal of the door, stepping out into a vast space dominated on all sides by colossal metal boxes. Each seemed to be composed mostly of doors, and a few small floating machines gently bobbed from door to door, dwarfed by the emptiness. Nothing but the lights and the drones seemed active. 
 Ada walked to the nearest of the doors, at ground level, and popped it open. It didn’t resist at all, and the drones ignored her. What she saw was incomprehensible to her, a vast computer system that reminded her a little of what she had seen on the ring, in the heart of the gods. Everything was slightly alien, though, slightly off; the product of a completely different history still managing to arrive at a similar solution to a similar puzzle. 
 “What are these for? Are there gods in here?” 

The computer architecture matches that of the Hornet, though these are more robust and are running more complex computations. It seems highly likely the inhabitants of this place created the Haints, perhaps before building these facilities.

 “So where are they now?” 

I do not know. Most of the structure is deeper in the building, and consists of large rooms filled with storage pods of organic matter. All the algae and most of the remaining energy are being fed into those rooms. I would suggest investigating there.

 Good enough. She climbed back up the stairs, back into that eerie lobby, and walked deeper into the facility. She soon found one of the storage rooms, and it quickly put a frown on her face. “I don’t get it. There’s nothing here.” 
 Circular hatches honeycombed the walls, and she walked up to one of them. There was a simple control console on the side, made of solid buttons and a plain screen rather than the completely virtual kind she expected from Earth interfaces. She didn’t understand the symbolism on them, but apparently Cherry had figured it out. 

The purple button will open the storage pod. I believe it will extend outwards like a shelf, so stand clear.

 She stood clear and pushed the purple button. The hatch hissed, slowly extending outwards to reveal a glass cylinder a few meters long, lit up with a faint yellow glow, filled some kind of slightly bubbling fluid. And inside that fluid - 
 Oh, gods. 
 Ada took a step back, startled. Catching her breath. It was okay. It wasn’t moving. 
 The alien creature floating inside the cylinder, its head bundled in a great deal of technological gadgets - wires, plates, probes - looked like the ones etched into the lobby outside. It was green-skinned and scaly, as far as she could tell, and its large eyes were closed shut. It had a pair of long arms halfway up its torso and a second, smaller pair of arms where she expected its shoulders to be. Its legs looked like they bent backwards. A short tail stuck out of the back as well; it appeared entirely naked. 
 It was also decomposing, skin and flesh flaking off, exposing frayed muscle tissue and nearly translucent bone below. It was clearly, utterly, dead. 
 “Cherry.” She was breathing heavily into her helmet. “What the fuck is this.” 

It appears to be a member of the species that created this infrastructure, and by extension, the Haints.

 “No shit. Why the fuck is it… floating dead? In a tube?” 

The quantum algorithms interfacing with the pods are extremely complex, and clearly involve neural-computational translation. The bodies are deceased and neurologically inactive, but a chemical stasis has prevented advanced decomposition by endogenous microbiota.

 She stepped away from the body, looking back up into the storage room. There were hundreds - no, there must be  thousands  in this room alone, all packed away in narrow cylindrical tubes. And this was just one room. In one building. “Cherry… how many are there?” 

The facility extends deep under the mountain. It could contain over six million individuals.

 Six thousand thousand. She turned around, fleeing far faster than she needed to, returning to the lobby. She looked again at the remarkably brightly-coloured images along the walls, the soft and round fonts of alien writing. What was this place? What had happened? Had the Haints put them all in storage and let them die? Had they fed on their own creators somehow? Had the equipment malfunctioned? 
 She rushed out of the building, back to Cherry, and climbed back into the cockpit. There must be more to this. There must be answers. She took to the skies, searching for something more, searching for another city. 
 And they found more cities, and more facilities, just like the first. 
 Two million pods. 
 Eight million pods. 
 Six million pods. 
 Small pockets of settlement, smaller villages. Eight hundred pods. Two thousand pods. Five pods. Twenty-six pods. Four hundred pods. 
 Everywhere they flew, everywhere Cherry scanned, everywhere Ada stepped out looking for more clues, they found more of the same. For hours, and hours. Facilities great and small, each running the same basic technology, each housing pods of “organic matter” - the long-dead corpses of the Haint progenitors. Cherry dated them at between 3000 and 3300 years old - slightly older than all the other dead things. 
 The planet had been dead for thousands of years, but its inhabitants had died  first . 
 They found the largest facility they could, a huge thing underground, a few klicks out from the massive, glassy ruin of another city. Ten million pods. Ada stepped out of the ship, walked inside, and finally found something a bit different. There was the usual - bright colours, rounded script, engraved images of aliens in fantastical places. But there was also a perfect cube-shape of Haint armor, floating in the air above a tall pillar of stone, its veil gently floating upwards like a candle flame. And that pillar was covered in alien writing. 
 “What is that thing?” She pointed to the cube. 

It appears to be a piece of Haint veil armor, nothing more. Perhaps for demonstrative purposes.

 “Demonstrating what?” 

Shall I read you the inscription on the stone?

 Ada blinked, looking at the odd vertical writing. “You can do that?” 

Yes. Over the past several hours I have accessed enough computer records and made enough contextual observations of language use to build a definitive dictionary and grammar of the three major languages in use. However, my translations may lack the emotional quality of the originals.

 Ada nodded, looking at the writing, hoping it explained something. Anything. 

Hello, visitor. You stand here far from your home, so allow us to welcome you into ours. No doubt you will explore our world and discover what we have left behind; you are welcome to it all. We hope our guardians have treated you kindly in their vigil over our final resting place.


You may be wondering what became of our race. The answer is simple, yet invisible to you now. We built paradise. We can live millions of lifetimes, each more optimal and rich and sensuous than the real, before our bodies expire. And why wouldn’t we?


You may find our mortal remains, but know that before we died, we lived eternal and godly in the thousand worlds within the world. If you are standing here, perhaps you have taken a different path. Perhaps you will judge us. Perhaps you will learn from us.


Either way, beautiful travels.

 Ada took a step back and sat down. 
 “The thousand worlds within the world.” 
 She looked at her hands, tattooed with code underneath her black gloves. 
 “A million lifetimes in a lifetime.” 
 They had  walked . These aliens had walked a thousand worlds of their own making, like the thousand worlds of Earth. They had lived there at incredible speeds - with time dilation. And they had died there, rather than continue their species. They had  all  died there. It had been their choice. 
 And they had left behind the Haints as guardians of this graveyard of a planet. 
 Why were the Haints attacking anyone, then? Why weren’t they staying put? 
 Why had they done this? 
 Why had they… given up? 

Ada, are you alright?

 She shook her head. This didn’t make any sense. None of this made any sense. “Why are the Haints attacking us if they’re built to protect their creators? If everything on this planet is already  dead? ” 

There are military databases at certain locations that appear to be receiving signals from Haint command stations. If we approach one, I can access its records and attempt to recover the Haints’ own strategic history.

 She nodded, leaving the pillar and its floating, veiled cube in the atrium, leaving this vast, civilizational monument to despair and surrender. She felt hazy. 
 She flew with Cherry across dusty plains, petrified forests, mucky and lifeless rivers. For the few hours it took to reach their destination, she was slow - looking for signs, wherever she could, that somebody had resisted, had tried to live on. She found nothing. 
 Cherry guided her to a complex with broad, unused airfields and deep-dug bunkers, and Ada broke into them with ease. She soon found herself before a vast screen connected bound together to many complex machines, and Cherry started rummaging through the systems from a distance, linking through Ada’s suit to get past electromagnetic shielding around the computers. The screens lit up, data flowing past Ada’s eyes, meaningless. 
 Then a starmap, whirling through time. 
 She saw a history play out, a single purple world and a great deal of green ones. The green ones flickered into existence slowly, and as patches of green expanded across the starmap, purple blobs suddenly started travelling out from the purple star, in straight lines. Once they reached the green sets of stars, they dimmed them and then sat there. 
 This happened again and again, across history. A few of the green fields of stars were wiped out completely. Others were reduced, contained, surrounded. 
 Suddenly the animation stopped, and Cherry spoke into her ear. 

The cluster of stars in the upper right is the Union, as well as Earth and Mir.

 The Haints were moving fleets towards that cluster of stars even as there were only four systems there. The cluster grew quickly, but when the Haints arrived it suddenly shrank, was attacked, was contained. Two other green dots vanished entirely. 

They appear to have discarded Earth and Mir from their strategic considerations, along with four Union planets.

 The animation continued, for a long while. Then a green light flickered on again. 

Earth. This is the present date. This process has been ongoing for approximately 2600 years.

 Ada looked at the starmap, at the purple stars and the faint clusters of green, isolated and under assault. Although… She locked her eyes on one. 
 “Cherry, can you replay the history again?” 
 The starmap moved, but the one green dot Ada was looking at never multiplied - and despite being well within Haint territory by now, it was never attacked. 
 “Gods. They’re protecting their homeworld, aren’t they? They’re afraid expanding civilizations will overrun their homeworld, but they ignore anyone who doesn’t expand.” 

Possibly.

 “Is it just expansion they’re afraid of? Am I missing something?” 
 Cherry was silent for an unnaturally long time before reassuring her.  I am attempting to establish a technical lexicon by cross-referencing with audiovisuals and known scientific and mathematical principles. I believe I have identified a threat profile for Earth.

 “Threat profile.” 

The observational data that appears to have led to the decision to flag Earth as a hostile target to be neutralized.

 Then the ship fell silent again. She waited, and waited, and started feeling even worse. She turned around, as though the ship were directly behind her - it was still outside, of course. “Well? Cherry, you’re not usually this slow.” 

I apologize, Ada. The Haints did identify the warp drive - they did not understand its physics, but knew it to be a strategic threat that raised the possibility of a second wave of colonial expansion. They were also concerned about the capabilities of the shipyards around Earth - the ones that produced me. Their own intelligence suggest far more extensive capabilities than my own records indicate, which is concerning enough. But…

 Cherry’s uncertainty was almost more unsettling than anything here. “But what?” 

The third and most heavily weighted threat was the twenty-fourth pair of human chromosomes.

 She frowned, casting her memory all the way back to the audio recording Sanako had shared with her. She had no idea how that fit into anything. “What - what is that, even?” 

This is the source of my… trouble. A chromosome is a molecule of genetic information that shapes a living organism’s final form in response to abiotic environmental cues. I am attempting to run biomolecular simulations on the twenty-fourth pair as found in your own genetic material, Ada, but my simulations are… suffering errors. I have lowered the simulations to more reductive levels, and I still cannot determine the function of most of this chromosome. It does not obey the usual patterns of eukaryotic genetic material.

 Ada leaned at the console in front of the starmap. Cherry was stumped? What? How was that possible? “Is there some mistake?” 

No. The simulations… and if I cross-reference with Haint data… Ada, the chromosome itself may be causing sub-quantum interference in my simulation algorithms. The Haints concluded it was doing the same for them. Multidimensional errors. I can see the technophage specifically suppresses its expression, but -

 “What?” She spun around in the dim room, feeling trapped in this helmet. “Cherry, the technophage had  three  targets. The gods themselves told me about them. Wipe memories, stop people from reading, and kill children with the whelm. You’re telling me there was a fourth? Why didn’t the gods tell me about that?” 

Ada, I had no record of a twenty-fourth pair of chromosomes prior to meeting you. And yet a review of data I scanned in the past suggests it is present in all earthlings, and none of the colonial humans. The technophage was a secretive project - they may have had knowledge of other secret genetic projects, and chosen to stifle this one before it could be implemented. The gods themselves may not know.

 She looked at her own hands. “So I’m the only person with a functioning twenty-fourth pair.” She paused. “Me and Isavel. Cherry, can’t you - I don’t know - look at me? See what it does?” 

I don’t detect anything. But Ada, all my simulations suggest this genetic material is doing something that interferes with my quantum and string algorithms. I must admit my best efforts at understanding it are fruitless.

 What in the name of all the gods had the ancients done? 

Ada. The Haints fear this chromosome more than the ability to travel faster than light between arbitrary points. They seemed to think it would endanger their home planet.

 She gripped her fists tight and gestured towards the exit. “But everything here is dead, Cherry! What does it matter?! What does a fucking chromosome matter to these dead bodies?” 
 This really was a nightmare. The Haints themselves didn’t even know what they were doing. They were lost, remnant watchdogs of a civilization that had snuffed itself out millennia ago, striking out into the stars in a vain attempt to protect something that was no longer there. They didn’t even understand - they just feared, and so they lashed out. 
 Her head swooned, and she tried to steady herself against the console and focus. She looked up at that starmap, that cluster of Union worlds. She recognized the pattern, the eleven remaining worlds of the Union, Earth… And three other stars, on the far side of the Union, a little bit off. She had never seen those in any charts. 
 “What are those three systems?” 

The coordinates of one of those systems matches the coordinates I collected in Chang’e, as the destination of a small element of the Haint fleet.

 There was a purple line there, too. Another civilization under assault. Another threat for the Haints to contain. Another alien people about to be extinguished.  
 The Haints were not going to be stopped. They had cleared out a swathe of hundreds of stars around their homeworld, aggressively shutting down anything that tried to grow, all the more violently the more it dared flourish. There was nothing living within dozens of parsecs of the Haint homeworld. 
 If they were lucky, the Haints might consider them contained after a few beatings. A sense of dread filled her, like she was standing on the top of a hill, looking out across a vast plain with nothing separating her from a dark, looming enemy. 
 “We have to get out of here. Some stupid old chromosome isn’t going to help us. There’s nothing we can do except ask the Union and Earth to cut off their jumpgates.” She glanced at the starmap one last time. “And maybe warn those people on the other side.” 
 She found her way outside, back into Cherry’s cockpit, feeling a sense of urgency tearing at her chest. She laid back in the ship as it sealed around her, breathed deeply the familiar air that nourished her lungs, and closed her eyes as she reconnected with the ship. 
 Isavel was out there, somewhere, and the Haints could destroy her if they decided Earth was a threat. But there was a whole Union, too, that needed Ada to survive. She couldn’t rush back to Earth and risk drawing Haint attention while the Union was dying. 
 But she wanted to. She gripped the locator stone in her hand, felt her chest and spine tighten, felt blood rushing up her neck and through her brain. She felt her whole self, felt Isavel’s, and wondered what secret their bodies shared that was so dangerous the Haints would burn entire planets to stop it. 

Isavel . It was madness; madness as pointless as that which drove others to prayer. But somehow she was convinced Isavel was out there, listening, looking.  Isavel, I’m here.

 Where was Isavel, now? Her mind played out the possibilities - drowned in the sea, lost in the forest, sitting on a throne in Glass Peaks. Each possibility flickered before her and vanished, unreal. All but one. 

They’re afraid of us.

 A desert, an eerie blend of ochre and rust. Isavel standing in the shadow of gods and ruins, buffeted by a cold wind - as always. Isavel was condemned, it seemed, to always stand in their shadows. 

Together. We could do this together.

 The cold air of Cherry’s cockpit and that imagined desert brushed against her skin. The colours - the splashes of the soil complemented Isavel’s hues too well, the sky seemed determined to pull the bronzed olive tones from her skin. There was something magnetic, intoxicating in such a fantastical image. The longing plunged hooks into her heart and pulled her forward by the chest across the stars. 
 She blacked out, and she dreamt she was standing next to Isavel in that desert. Isavel breathed deeply, and Ada clasped Isavel’s left hand with her right. She felt weak and drowsy, but Isavel pulled her forward, walking straight into a storm. In the strange way of dreams, the world seemed to shift and twist, and the storm only glanced around them. 
 But the winds grew stronger, and Ada grew tired. Isavel was stronger in the face of this strange dream, and soon Ada collapsed into the desert. Isavel looked down at her and spoke, but she heard nothing, and then she opened her eyes to Cherry’s silent cockpit. 
 She blinked. She felt strange. Groggy, perhaps, or dizzy. “Did I just… what happened?” 
 Cherry’s voice was unusually quick. “I am uncertain. I believe you fainted for twenty-seven minutes, but through our neural link I was also able to perceive what appeared to be dreams, though you were not in the proper sleep stage for dreaming. Ada, are you feeling unusually stressed?” 
 She groaned and leaned back against the seat. She looked at her hands, not sure what she expected. She was upset and frustrated and even a little scared, of course, but the sudden dizziness that had overpowered her was just plain strange. “Of course. The Haints are going to kill everyone and everything I know, for no good reason, and I can’t stop them. What do you mean,  appeared  to be dreams?” 
 “They were fragmentary, as dreams are, but they included questions that seemed personally directed at me. Your dreams have never been responsive to our neural interface before, or indeed to your surroundings at all.” 
 She frowned. She was dreaming  at  Cherry? “What does that mean? Wait, why are you talking out loud?” 
 “Because I am concerned my functioning may be impaired. Or that there may be active Haint technology in the area interfering with the base mechanics of consciousness, causing your strange brain states and my inability to run certain simulations. Ada, I strongly suggest we leave this planet immediately, keeping neural interactions to a minimum.” 
 She wiped her face, surprised at the sheen of sweat. “Cherry, am I okay?” 
 “I believe so. But I remain uncertain.” 
 That was a disturbing admission. Ada took a deep breath and laid her bare hands back into the controls, then jerked away. The cool, mathematical world of her ship’s movements might be a soothing balm on her strangely panicked mind, but if Cherry was right… “Just fly us out of here.” 
 They blasted off into the sky, between greying pillars of cloud, up out of the atmosphere, past veiled Haint stations building their engines of war. Looking out upon those as they cleared the atmosphere, she remembered the utter destruction of Chang’e that awaited every other world. Including Earth, sooner or later. 
 She let Cherry set a course for Tlaloc; gods only knew what would happen in her absence. She settled in for the long trip back, quietly playing with the locator stone between her fingers, the galaxy smearing past her in a haze. There was nothing they could do. The Haints had been doing this for thousands of years. Dozens of alien civilizations had failed to stop them. 
 All they could hope for was the mercy of negligence. 
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