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  Drawing Straws



   


  James



  James switched off the screen on the holovid table and nervously paced the small lounge of the Llewellyn. As interesting as the newscast was, he didn’t have time to catch up on the war in the New Pleiades. Someone had to stay behind to help their dad unload the ship, and he didn’t want it to be him—again. 


  The door hissed open, and his sister Stella entered the room, wearing a light-blue skirt and a short-sleeved blouse. A blue headband kept her short brown hair out of her eyes. She gave him a warm smile as she came in, but James knew she was just trying to butter him up.


  “Hi, James,” she said, sitting down on the couch that ran along the wall of the circular room. “You excited to go planetside?”


  “Yeah,” he said, sitting across from her. “You?”


  “Of course! I’ve been gone for over a year—what do you think?”


  I’ll bet you’ve seen a lot more exciting places than this planet, James thought a little gloomily. Ever since she’d left home for her apprenticeship, nothing had been the same. 


  The door opened again, and Ben strode through, making James tense a little. He wore a black authentic-leather jacket with a tight gray muscle shirt beneath. His dark red hair was cut short, making him look like a soldier in the Kardunasian Defense Force.


  “Hello, Ben,” said Stella, sliding over to make room. He nodded at them both before taking a seat next to her.


  “I think we all know why we’re here,” said James, cutting to the chase. “We—”


  “Because you don’t think it’s fair that you have to stay behind and help with the unloading,” said Ben. He leaned forward and narrowed his eyes, readying himself for battle.


  “But the next ferry doesn’t come for another six hours,” said James, blood rising to his cheeks as he remembered their last argument. “Besides, when was the last time either of you helped out around home? Since you both left, I’ve flown almost a dozen freight runs with Dad—and I unloaded every time.”


  Ben shook his head in disgust. “Yeah—and I’ve been working twice as hard for the last six months.” He turned and glanced at Stella.


  “What?” she said, acting shocked. “I haven’t been home for over a year. Besides, how many times did I get stuck with dock duty when we were growing up?” She turned to James with large, innocent eyes. “James?” she pleaded in a sweet, musical voice.


  James folded his arms and rolled his eyes. And they call me the baby of the family, he thought angrily. Just because I haven’t left home yet doesn’t mean they can boss me around. 


  “Why are you looking at me?” he shouted. “I always get stuck with dock duty. While you guys are gone, I’m stuck making all the local runs with Dad. I bet I’ve unloaded this ship more times than both of you put together.”


  “Oh, for all the stars,” said Ben, rolling his eyes.


  “Please?” Stella begged. “I’ll love you forever.”


  James groaned and folded his arms. He glanced out the narrow window just below the ceiling, into the blackness of the sky above their current orbit. The room suddenly felt cramped with the three of them. 


  “Come on,” Stella pleaded with melodramatic desperation. “The ferry leaves in less than half an hour, and like you said, the next shuttle after that doesn’t leave for another six. Lars is down there, and I haven’t seen him in forever. Please, James—ple-e-ase?” 


  “Why are you being so selfish?” said Ben, scowling at him. “How many times do you get to see Kardunash IV? Can’t you cut her a little slack just this once?” 


  James folded his arms and glared at them both. “How am I the selfish one? How is this my fault? You’re being selfish, too!” 


  “Shut up and stop whining.”


  “You shut up!”


  “Maybe we could draw straws?” said Stella, trying to make peace.


  “Fine by me,” said Ben, “but James has to agree to it—even if he loses.”


  “Of course,” James said petulantly. “I’m not a cheater.”


  “Only when you lose.”


  “Ben!” shouted Stella, cutting their fight short. James almost snapped back with a snide remark, but thought better of it. As infuriating as Ben could be, he didn’t want to upset Stella.


  Ben got down on his knees and rummaged through one of the storage lockers below the couch. A few moments later, he rose to his feet and held out his fist. Three cut wires jutted out from his grip. 


  “Pick one,” he said, walking over to James. “Shortest one gets dock duty.” 


  James carefully picked the one dangling furthest from him. He hesitated for a moment before pulling it out, as if afraid of ruining his luck. He no sooner saw it than a sigh of relief escaped his lips—it was long.


  “All right,” said Ben. “Stella, you’re next.”


  “Please, James?” said Stella, turning pathetically to him. “Can you please let me go down? Please?”


  James groaned. “You’re hopeless.”


  “Please? Just this once?” 


  “Go on,” said Ben, pushing the last two wires at her. “Fair is fair. Take one.” 


  James rolled his eyes and scowled, trying not to let on that her pleas were working. Unlike Ben, she’d always been good to him growing up, helping him out with chores around the house and listening to him when he needed someone to talk to. She’d been crushing on Lars since before her apprenticeship, and she deserved to meet up with him while he was still in port. If she missed her chance to see him because she was stuck with unloading duty, James would feel horrible. 


  If only there was some way to make sure Ben stayed behind, that would be sweet. He certainly deserved it. 


  James drew in a deep breath. “Oh, all right,” he said. “You can go.”


  Stella’s face immediately lit up with glee. “Thank you thank you thank you thank you!” she shouted, running up and giving him a big hug.


  “You owe me. Remember that.”


  She smiled and nodded, barely able to contain her excitement as she left the room.


  “Your turn again,” said Ben as the door hissed shut. “Pick one.”


  James eyed the two remaining wires very carefully. He had only a fifty-fifty chance now. The wrong one would mean four hours of the most mind-numbingly tedious work and then two more hours doing whatever odd jobs his father could find. Six hours wasted in orbit when I could be having fun on the surface. 


  “Come on, choose already.”


  James put his thumb and forefinger on the wire closest to him and carefully pulled it out. It was short.


  “No!” he cried.


  “You drew it, fair and square,” said Ben, grinning widely.


  “Come on!”


  “Don’t be a crybaby.”


  James’s cheeks flushed red with anger. “I am not a crybaby!” 


  “Yes you are.”


  “No I’m not!”


  “Yes you are. Listen to yourself.”


  “I am not. Shut up!”


  Ben keyed the door open again. He turned back to James. 


  “Honestly, when are you going to grow up? It’s been three years since I left home, and you’re still the same pathetic, whiny little brother you’ve always been.”


  “Shut up,” James screamed. “I hate you!” He stormed out of the room, running past Ben before he could say anything else. 


  The small sublight merchant freighter, christened Llewellyn after James’s grandmother, had only one corridor on the upper deck. It ran the length of the ship, but was so narrow that two grown men had to turn sideways in order to pass each other. The compact living quarters fit into the twenty yards between the bridge at the bow and the lounge at the stern: two bedrooms, a bathroom, a tiny mess hall, and some very limited personal storage. James wanted to get away, but the only place far enough was the bridge, and he didn’t want to go there just yet—no doubt his father would rope him into some menial task. He didn’t want to get to work any sooner than he had to. 


  Instead, he walked to the middle of the corridor and stared out the large windows on either side. From here, he had a magnificent view of the spindly station where they were docked, as well as the planet, Kardunash IV. White clouds swirled over the blue oceans and verdant continents, perfectly clear in the vacuum of space. Ship and station orbited dreamily over the coastlines and mountains, passing the yellow-brown deserts and enormous domed arcologies several hundred miles in diameter. By squinting, James could see the twinkling reflections of the shuttle ferries accelerating to orbital velocity, while others glowed orange and pink as they made reentry. Where the blue haze of the planet’s atmosphere met the black void of space, dozens of spaceships, satellites, and stations glittered as they danced in orbit over the planetscape. 


  As James stared at the magnificent view, footsteps sounded behind him. He tensed and stepped away from the window, preparing himself for another fight. It wasn’t Ben who had come to talk with him, however—it was Stella. 


  “Hey, James,” she said, gently touching his arm. “I’m really, really sorry about all the trouble with Ben. I didn’t mean to make you guys fight.”


  James shrugged. “It would have happened anyway.” That was true enough, considering how long they’d been cooped up on the same ship. Any longer, and they’d be at each others’ throats.


  She glanced to either side and pulled back her hand, obviously working herself up to say something. “If you want, I can, uh—”


  “No, that’s all right,” said James, shaking his head. “You go on ahead. I know how much it means to you.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah,” said James. “Don’t worry about me.”


  “All right,” said Stella. “But really, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “Will you stop worrying about us and go enjoy yourself?” He grinned to show her it wasn’t such a big deal. “I think you’ve got a shuttle to catch.”


  Her face lit up in a girlish smile, and she gave him a warm hug. “Thanks so much,” she said. “I love you, James!” With that, she ran back down the corridor, her short, brown hair bobbing up and down as she returned to her room.


  “Take care of yourself,” James muttered as he watched her go.


  Behind him, the door to the bridge hissed open. “James,” said a deep voice behind him. He immediately spun around to find himself face to face with Captain Adam McCoy of the Llewellyn—not to mention, his own father. 


  “What is it, Dad?” 


  James’s father wore a crisp, gray vest over his white jumpsuit. His beard was neatly trimmed in preparation for their arrival at Kardunash IV, and the expression on his face was as imposing as ever.


  “Go back to the lounge while I get your brother and sister.”


  “Why? What’s going on?”


  “The immigration bill. Voting is about to start any minute, and I don’t want any of you to miss it.”


  James groaned as he made his way down the corridor. It was just like his father to push their civic duties on them at the most inconvenient moment possible. Would it really be so bad if they skipped the vote? It wasn’t as if it would tip the outcome—not with over eight thousand citizens registered in the databanks of the Colony’s General Assembly. Then again, he wasn’t the one in a hurry to catch the next shuttle.


  While his father got Ben and Stella, James brought up the holovid table in the lounge and opened its face to reveal the computer terminal inside. He deactivated the holographic projector and unfolded the miniature flat screen, accessing the ship’s communications array. His father had already connected the Llewellyn’s master computer with the Colony’s servers; that would make things go faster, at least. 


  The main page for the General Assembly of Citizens loaded on the screen, the familiar clasped hands and starship logo prominent on a banner at the top of the page. He scrolled down to the section marked “Today’s Votes” and clicked on a link that said: “Bill 0923H149: Interstellar Refugee Moratorium.” The screen flashed gray and a loading bar appeared, signifying that the data for that page wasn’t on the uplink yet. James sighed—with the Colony’s servers currently on the other side of the sun, it would take some time before the page loaded.


  Stella walked in first, pouting as she took her seat next to James. Ben came in next, the scowl on his face making it clear he wasn’t too thrilled about the delay. Their father stood in the doorway while everyone took their seats.


  “I’ve just received word that voting on the immigration bill has begun,” he said. “Since the window is less than twenty-four hours, none of us will leave this ship until we’ve transmitted our votes.”


  “Dad!” Stella cried out.


  “I know it’s inconvenient, but as citizens of the Colony, our civic duties come first.”


  “But Dad,” said Ben, “the ferry shuttle leaves in less than twenty minutes, and the next one after that doesn’t leave for another six hours.”


  “Please don’t make us miss this shuttle,” Stella begged.


  “You can wait another six hours,” said their father, not an ounce of pity on his face. “In fact, if you need something to keep you busy, you can stay and help unload the ship.”


  For his part, James only folded his arms and slouched in his seat. With server delays, the vote was a pain, but he wasn’t in much of a hurry to go anywhere. Still, for Stella’s sake, he hoped she didn’t miss the shuttle.


  “Dad,” said Ben, his voice rising a little, “please be reasonable. Two votes aren’t going to decide—”


  “When I raised you children, I taught you to base your choices on principle, not on convenience. If every citizen at the Colony were to act on convenience instead of principle, what would happen? Our government would become as irresponsible as its voters, and evil and conspiring men would rise to positions of power. Eventually, we would lose the rights and freedoms we take for granted.”


  A beeping noise interrupted his spontaneous lecture. James glanced down at the screen—the page had loaded. A prompt in the center of the screen asked for his citizen ID and password.


  “What is it, Son?”


  “Voting’s opened,” said James. Ben and Stella immediately leaped to their feet.


  “Let us go first,” said Ben, muscling his way forward. “We’ve got a shuttle to catch.”


  “All right, all right,” said James, standing up. He purposefully got in Ben’s way to allow Stella to slip in first. Ben scowled, but with their father watching, he couldn’t do anything but stand back and wait his turn. 


  James didn’t mean to look, but out of the corner of his eye he saw that Stella had voted “nay.” As she rose to her feet and glanced over at him, her eyes widened and her cheeks grew red.


  “I won’t tell,” he whispered as they passed. She sighed in relief, soft enough that their father wouldn’t notice.


  It wasn’t as if their father would punish her for her vote—they had voted contrary to him on other measures before. It was just that this particular bill was so important to him personally. With so many refugees from the Hameji wars flooding into the Karduna system, the scramble to find temporary housing was leading to increased storage premiums. Naturally, this was bad business for merchant families such as their own, and their father was one of the foremost activists for immigration reform. As much as he talked about acting on principle, they all knew it would upset him to see his own children take a contrary position on a cause for which he’d fought so hard.


  As Stella and Ben hurried out of the room to catch their shuttle, James opened the ballot, quickly scanned the measure, and hit “yea.” With that done, he made room for his father to cast his vote and transmit the ballots to their home, over one hundred million kilometers away.


   


   


  Twenty minutes later, James watched from the bridge as the ferry shuttle left the station, carrying Ben and Stella with it. The gray hull of the small, winged craft shimmered in the sunlight as it drifted away, suspended peacefully above the planetscape. As he watched, the shuttle fired its engines and fell back toward the curved horizon.  


  James sighed and returned his attention to his instrument array. He knew every screen, panel, and keyboard all too well. His main display showed the live video feed from the cargo bays, where his father was operating the unloading arm. 


  The bay door, which stretched almost the whole length of the underside of the ship, lay wide open, revealing a stunning vista of the world below. The cargo—massive drums of processed, refined steel—hung from berths on the ceiling. With the bay open, it seemed as if they were in danger of falling, but while the upper decks on the Llewellyn had full artificial gravity, the cargo bays did not. Instead, the steel drums had to be maneuvered one by one out of the hold by the Llewellyn’s unloading arm—a painfully tedious process. Once outside, automated tugboat drones from the station would pick them up. Because of the cargo’s massive inertia, maximum unloading speed was an excruciating fifty centimeters per minute. At that rate, it was an open question whether James would finish in time to catch the next shuttle. 


  He leaned back in his chair and stared out the forward window at the planet, glancing only occasionally at the indicators on his screen. A robot could do his job more effectively—if their family could afford one. Even then, his father would probably make him work just to “build character.” He could hear his father now: “In your grandfather’s time, the Colony was corporate-owned and the Karduna system was still under the mandate of the New Gaian Empire…”


  In an attempt to fight his growing boredom, he opened a browser on one of his side monitors and brought up the latest news. Gubernatorial elections were ongoing in one of the central arcologies, and a labor dispute had temporarily shut down one of the minor spaceports. Nothing else looked interesting. He skimmed the major sites for any updates from the Colony, but other than trade reports and economic indicators, he found nothing.


  He had just found an update on the wars in the New Pleiades when an alarm sounded to his right. It was an urgent transmission from the port authority over the public channel. Curious, he brought it up.


  “Hey, Son?” came his father’s voice, garbled slightly over his headset. “My console shows that you just received an urgent message from the port authority.”


  “Yeah,” said James. “I’m opening it now.” 


  It was an emergency broadcast. James frowned as he read it.


  Attention: A Hameji battle fleet has entered the system. KDF personnel preparing to engage. Starlane closure imminent. All civilian stations ordered to evacuate. 


  Another beeping noise came from the astrogation monitor. James held his breath as he brought up the latest data from the Llewellyn’s scanners. 


  What he saw made his face pale. 


  Twenty-seven newly arrived ships showed up on the scanners, not fifty thousand kilometers from the night side of the planet. It had to be the Hameji battle fleet—and most of them were probably still out of view. 


  “James? Son? Can you hear me?”


  A cold sweat broke out across the back of James’s neck. The people of Kardunash IV didn’t have a chance.  


  Everyone on that world was going to die.




  The Invasion



   


  Ben



  “Did you feel something?” asked Stella. “It feels like we’re accelerating.”


  Ben frowned. “Yeah, I feel it too.”


  He stuck his head out into the aisle. The soft fluorescent lights of the cabin mingled with the hard yellow sunlight shining through the port-side windows as they approached the night side of Kardunash IV. Several of the other passengers on the crowded shuttle had started to glance nervously at each other, too.  


  “Does it seem like we’re rising?” the young man in front of them asked the woman to his right in an obnoxiously loud voice. “It feels like we’re rising.”


  “But why?” Stella whispered. 


  Be shrugged. “I don’t know.” He leaned over her lap to glance out the window.


  The blue haze of Kardunash IV’s atmosphere had already dimmed in the twilight, but the ground didn’t seem much closer than it had from the station. Besides, if they were still making their descent, the flames of re-entry should have been visible by now. This was more than a mere course correction.


  “It seems like we’re aborting our descent,” he said aloud.


  “Aborting our descent?” said the man in front of them, turning around in his chair. “What the hell for?”


  Ben ignored him.


  “What’s going on?” Stella asked. “Engine failure? Technical difficulties?”


  “They’d have announced that over the speaker by now.”


  “Then what?” She bit her lip and glanced down at her wrist console.


  “We’re probably too far from the Llewellyn to connect with the ship’s network,” he told her.  


  “Still, it’s worth a shot.”


  Stella busied herself with her console, holding the tiny screen up to her face. Soon, Ben was doing the same. Across the aisle, three blond teenage girls started talking rapidly amongst themselves in half-whispered tones.


  After about ten seconds, an Error in Connection message popped up on his screen.  


  “I can’t get it,” he said. “How about you?”


  “Almost there,” said Stella, totally absorbed.


  He tried again. The loading bar gradually filled, but just before it completed, he got the same error message. He cursed under his breath, low enough that Stella couldn’t hear him.


  “Got it,” she said.


  “Quick, access the Llewellyn’s comm system. See if there are any new messages from the port authority.” 


  “Loading,” she muttered. 


  Come on, Ben thought to himself. The middle-aged man and woman in the seats behind them started talking, but Ben tuned them out. 


   “There,” said Stella, sounding pleased. “It says ‘A Hameji battle fleet has entered the system. KDF personnel preparing to—’” she stopped in mid-sentence, her cheeks paling. 


  “What?” said the obnoxious passenger in front of them. “The Hameji here, at Karduna?”


  “Shh!” hissed Ben. “Not so loud.”


  But the damage was already done. All across the cabin, heads began to turn their way. 


  “What did you say?” asked one of the girls from across the aisle.


  “Nothing,” Ben said quickly. “Nothing at all.”


  “It sounded like ‘Hameji,’” said the woman behind them. Her husband gasped.


  “I’m sorry,” said Stella, “I didn’t mean—”


  “Never mind about that,” said Ben, moving to shield her. Fortunately, though the people around them seemed surprised and frightened, they remained in their seats. Panic hadn’t broken out—yet.


  He turned to her and leaned in close so the others wouldn’t hear. “We still have a chance. If the captain can find a ship willing to take us, we might be able to escape.”


  “But what about Dad and James?”


  Ben drew a sharp breath. “We’ll just have to hope for the best for them. Anyway, if we’re lucky, the Hameji jumped in on the other side of the planet, meaning—”


  A sudden flash of light out the window near the horizon cut him off. An eerie hush fell across the cabin. The three girls across the aisle peered over towards the window next to Stella’s seat, their faces white.


  “What was that?”


  “That was nothing,” Ben lied. They’d probably just witnessed the opening volley, which meant that the Hameji were definitely on this side of the planet. That was bad—very bad. 


  “Attention, passengers,” came the stewardess’s voice over the loudspeaker. “Please remain calm. The captain and crew have just been informed of a situation developing in our local sector, but we are doing everything we can to ensure your safety. There is no need to fear. Please remain in your seats and stay calm.”


  “What’s going on?” Stella asked, frowning. “Ben, what can you tell me?”


  “The Hameji will probably move to attack this planet first,” Ben said quietly, his mind racing over what he’d read of previous Hameji battles. “Then they’ll probably try to slag K-4 the same way they did Tajjur V and Belarius III—”


  “You mean, bring in the mass accelerators?” Stella asked, her eyes growing wide. “Smash the planet with—”


  “Yes,” hissed Ben, cutting her off to keep the others from overhearing. “Since they jumped in from deep space, though, their forces are scattered all over this local sector. I’m guessing they came in from at least a light-year out, and at that distance, jump precision isn’t very good. It’s going to take them a while to regroup, and that might give the KDF time to scramble something together.”


  “So we might be able to beat them?”


  No. 


  “Yeah,” he said, avoiding her eyes. “Maybe.”


  Maybe if the entire Gaian Imperial Navy shows up in the next ten minutes. He took a long breath, trying to relax so that Stella wouldn’t see through his lie. 


  The Hameji had always fascinated him. Descended from explorers and frontiersmen in the early days of space exploration, they had developed a culture entirely independent from the rest of humanity. As spacefaring nomads, they spent their entire lives on their battleships, never setting foot on any inhabited world. Warfare was the only law they knew—total, unrestrained warfare.


  For generations, they had kept to themselves, clan fighting against clan beyond the old Imperial frontiers. In the last few years, however, something or someone had united them, turning them away from their myriad vendettas and blood feuds to rise up against the armies and navies of civilized space. The frontier worlds on the far side of the Good Hope Nebula had been the first to fall, but the Hameji soon sought worthier prey. With the fall of the Tajjur system only a few months ago, only a dozen systems now stood between them and the very heart of the New Gaian Empire—Gaia Nova itself.


  Karduna was one of those systems.


  A bright, soundless flash cast irregular shadows against the seats and bulkheads. Screams filled the cabin, and Ben quickly covered his eyes. His hands, he noted with some dismay, had already started to shake.


  “What was that?” cried Stella. The flash slowly faded, but several passengers still continued to scream.


  “A nuclear blast,” said Ben. “Much closer this time.”


  “Did it hit anyone? Did it kill anyone?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, his voice cracking. “Probably not. The Hameji are jumping nukes at our battleships, but our beacons are probably interdicting—”


  Another intense flash of silent light filled the shuttle, this time much brighter. Without thinking, Ben grabbed his sister and pulled her close. Adrenaline surged through his body as the nuclear blast bathed them in impossibly brilliant light. 


  “My eyes!” the man in front of them wailed, his voice joining a dozen others. “Oh God! My eyes!”


  One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand… Stella trembled in Ben’s arms but still held onto him. When he reached five, he opened his eyes for a peek. Outside, the pink afterglow of the blast was subsiding. He let go of her and took a deep, uneven breath. 


  The situation in the cabin was rapidly deteriorating. The man in front of them rose to his feet and staggered down the aisle, covering his eyes with his hand. The stewardess tried to placate him, but when he refused to return to his seat, she pulled out a short, metal stick and prodded him in the stomach. His scream jumped up an octave, and his body went limp. Another stewardess came and helped return him to his seat.


  “Wow,” Ben muttered. Overhead, the Fasten Seat Restraints sign flashed on. 


  “Ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm,” came the captain’s voice. “You may have noticed the situation outside, but I assure you, we are doing our best to get you all to safety. I’ve been in contact with several evacuating freighters, and one of them, the Sierra Vista, will be picking us up soon. Again, please remain in your seats with your restraints securely strapped. Do not panic.” 


  Ben felt his stomach lurch and his body fall back against his chair as the shuttle accelerated. He pulled his seat restraints down over his shoulders as they turned, and beside him, Stella did the same. 


  “We’re going to be all right,” he told her. “Just stay with me, whatever happens.”


  She nodded mutely. Around them, the screaming subsided, replaced with a tension so thick that Ben could practically taste it.


  A minute passed. Ben counted the seconds, squeezing his armrests until his fingers were numb. The shuttle turned hard in the other direction, but his seat restraints held. When he glanced across the aisle, he saw that the girls were on edge, eyes wide and arms tightly folded.


  “Will we make it to the Llewellyn?” Stella asked. 


  “I don’t think so. Not right away.”


  “Where will they go? Will they be all right?”


  “I hope so.”


  Stella’s eyes widened in fear. “What about Lars? Will he make it out too?”


  Not if he’s already planetside. 


  Ben glanced out the window. They were on the night side of the planet now, and the horizon showed up as a fading crescent: a line between the stars and the glowing lights of the city domes. Stella looked at him, then out the window too.


  “I don’t see the battle,” she said. “Are we clear?”


  As if in response, a series of small, soundless explosions puffed out among the backdrop of the stars. The targets were nowhere in sight—probably too distant to be visible, or obscured by the planet’s shadow.


  “Oh no,” said Stella, “was that another—”


  “I don’t think so,” said Ben. “Standard Kardunasian battle cruisers carry at least two dozen jump beacons each, and they almost certainly launched them as soon as the Hameji attacked. If they try to nuke us across space with a jumped warhead, the beacons will draw their fire. Those explosions are harmless.”


  Probably harmless. He hoped they were harmless.


  “So we’re going to make it?”


  Before he could answer, a series of brilliant flashes illuminated the entire sky, searing the interior of the shuttle with light. Stella screamed, and Ben hurriedly covered his eyes. One one thousand, two one thousand… 


  After about ten seconds, he opened his own eyes again. The interior lights had all died, but the afterglow of the explosions was bright enough to illuminate the cabin, casting eerie shadows across the aisle. 


  Ignoring the screams of the other passengers, Ben stared out the window in horror. 


  He counted not one, not two, but five diminishing fireballs, the auroral glow lighting the planet below with intense light. The fragmented hulls of two KDF cruisers arced in orbits overhead, completely obliterated.


  A tactical Hameji fusillade—exactly like the one at Tajjur that had defeated the Gaian Imperial forces stationed there. Dozens of multi-ton bombs, jumped in impossible unison—a clean sweep. Everything gone. Everything.


  Blood drained from his cheeks, and he suddenly felt very weak. The defense fleet is crippled, he thought silently to himself. The battle is as good as over. 


  We’ve lost. 


  Through the walls, he heard the sound of the shuttle’s docking gear making contact with another ship.


  “We’ve docked,” he said, unstrapping his restraints. Stella nodded and did the same. In the aisle, the other passengers were already spilling frantically from their seats, pushing past the stewardesses despite their best efforts to keep some semblance of order. 


  “Come on,” Ben told his sister. “Let’s get out of here.”


   


  James



  “Undock with the station,” Adam McCoy said over the intercom. “I’ll be on the bridge in a minute.”


  A message from local traffic control flashed across the screen, ordering all vessels to cease undocking operations until properly authorized. James hesitated.


  “But Dad,” he said, “the port authority—”


  “I don’t care what the port authority says. We’re getting the hell out of here.”


  James swallowed and closed the message. He then sealed the airlock and began powering up the engines. The ship’s computer ran through the warm-up sequence, and one by one, everything cleared. Behind him, a low hum sounded through the bulkheads. 


  With the undocking process underway, James glanced out the forward window. Several of the other ships had already undocked, engines flaring as they scrambled to climb out of Kardunash IV’s gravity well. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the flash of a larger ship as it passed into jumpspace. James bit his lip; unfortunately, the Llewellyn was a local freighter, and only equipped with sublight engines. No jump drive.  


  He glanced down at the blue oceans and swirling clouds of Kardunash IV, nervously tapping his fingers. At least they would be able to escape the planet’s gravity well—that was more than the people on the ferry shuttles had. More than—


  Ben and Stella.


  He bolted upright in his seat. Ben and Stella were still on that shuttle! If they didn’t find their way to another ship, then they’d be trapped! 


  The bridge door suddenly opened, making him jump. His father quickly took his seat.


  “How are we looking?” he asked as he brought up the controls.


  “Engine’s at forty-five percent,” said James, his voice quivering. “All other systems are good to go. We’ve sealed off the airlock and are ready to undock.”


  “What other news can you give me?” asked his father. “Where’s the fighting worst?”


  “The night side,” said James, glancing at the scanners. “Dad—” 


  “Good. Drop the cargo and plot us a course for a full reversal. I want us climbing the gravity well in the opposite direction from that battle.”


  James frowned. A full orbital reversal meant using more fuel in ten minutes than they had burned in the last three weeks. Once they hit their target arc, there would be no turning back. 


  “But Dad—”


  “Just do it. It’s the only chance we have of getting out of here.”


  James swallowed and turned to his console, hesitating only a second before ejecting the cargo. Outside, more than a million credits worth of high-grade steel slowly jettisoned from the cargo hold. He watched on the display as they drifted out of the open bay doors and fell slowly toward the planet below. It was a terrible waste, he knew, but the Llewellyn would never be able to escape in time with all that extra mass weighing them down. 


  “All systems go,” said Adam. “Detaching from the station. Prepare the bridge gravitic dampers.”


  James turned frantically to his father. “Dad, Ben and Stella are still out there. We have to go back for them!”


  His father hesitated, as if teetering over the edge of an abyss.


  “We can’t do that, son,” he said quietly. “We don’t have time. We have to get out now, while we can. I’m sorry.” 


  “No!” James screamed. “We can’t just leave them to die!”


  “We don’t have a choice, James,” his father shouted. “Now strap in and prepare for launch. That’s an order.”


  “Y-yes, sir,” James stammered.


  He strapped himself in and activated the gravitic dampers. Outside the main forward window, the station spun out of view as Adam maneuvered the Llewellyn toward the system sun. James swallowed, choking back tears. 


  “Prepare for hard burn in three, two, one…”


  An invisible hand pressed James against his seat, starting gradually but gaining strength with each passing second. He glanced down at his computer—ten gees of acceleration outside the gravitic damper field, rising quickly. Even inside the field, it was enough to feel uncomfortable. 


  He watched on the rear video feed as the station shot away, rapidly growing smaller against the backdrop of the planet’s surface. The drifting drums of steel from the cargo hold shrunk until they were barely visible against the angelic white clouds. 


  A bright pink flash filled the sky off to the right. Only a nuke could cause an explosion that huge. In the rear video feed, the brilliant afterglow took several seconds to fade. 


  “Dad, we have to turn around!” 


  “I’m sorry, son,” said his father. “We can’t save them.”


  The scanners showed the changing path of the Llewellyn as she continued to accelerate at ten gees. The arcs curved up away from the night side of the planet, unraveling like a handful of lighted strands, each pointing to a predicted end-path at their current rate of acceleration. 


  “But what about—” 


  “We have no way of getting to them, or even of knowing where they are. For all we know, they’re already gone.”


  “You don’t know that,” James said quickly. “They might have escaped the worst of it. They might be waiting for us to—”


  “That’s enough,” his father said sharply. 


  James fell silent. On the scanners, the arc of the Llewellyn’s flight path peeled out from orbit entirely, their trajectory pointing directly away from the planet.  


  “Plot a course for home,” his father said, his voice low. “Help me switch to autopilot.”


  The counter ticked up to twenty gees outside—two-point-three on the bridge. Enough to make anyone squirm in their seats. James was hardly aware of it, however. His fingers flew over the keyboard and his eyes danced with the numbers across the screen, but all his motions were merely automatic.


  Stella is so much better at this, he thought to himself. She should be the one here—not me. 


  The thought no sooner entered his head than he remembered how they’d drawn straws to see who got to go planetside first. His eyes went wide, and his vision began to blur as he drew in a sharp breath.


  “James,” said his father, “are you all right?”


  “It should have been me,” James cried, his voice cracking. “Stella should be here—I should be the one down there, not her!”


  His father reached out against the growing gee forces and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, son.”


  On the rear video feed, a series of nuclear explosions cast brilliant bursts of light across the sky. The explosions faded slowly, reflected in eerie, nebulous hues against the twilight crescent of the night side of the world. He zoomed in and found the remnants of broken and destroyed ships, split hulls and falling debris. 


  James’s stomach rose in his chest, and a wave of nausea nearly made him vomit. There had been people on those ships—real, living people. Now, they were all dead.


  Were Ben and Stella among them?


  He activated the feed controls and zoomed in, tracing the field of battle until he came to the Hameji ships. They had regrouped and were flying in formation now, despite all the destruction in the battle zone. As he panned out, the camera fell on a massive tube-like ship nearly twenty kilometers long. 


  James caught his breath. Blue light flared from the engines behind the enormous vessel, lighting up all the ships and debris behind it. He zoomed out as a massive asteroid shot out the end of the tube. At that resolution, the rock must have been at least half a kilometer in diameter—an awesome size for something moving so fast. 


  With wide, horrified eyes, he followed the giant chunk of space rock as it hurtled towards the planet. It struck the center of one of Kardunash IV’s domes, full of nearly a billion people.  


  He gasped. 


  A giant brown splotch rose up into the atmosphere like mud from the bottom of a stream bed. When it hit the upper atmosphere, it began to trace a teardrop band across the rest of the world, the muddy blackness tainting the white clouds a dirty gray. Not far from the first, a second asteroid struck, kicking up another black cloud of destruction. Down near the equator, a third plume billowed out—and then a fourth.


  James felt the blood drain from his face, leaving his skin cold and clammy. He could hardly believe what he was seeing. The mass accelerators, the asteroids—it was Tajjur V and Belarius III all over again. The Hameji were slagging the planet, annihilating everyone and everything on the surface.  


  Ben, James thought despairingly to himself. Stella—I’m so sorry. His eyes burning with tears, he clenched his teeth and balled his hands into fists. 


  No, he told himself. They’re not dead. They can’t be! 


   


  Ben



  For nearly a minute, Ben hardly knew where he was or what he was doing. Sweaty bodies pressed against him on all sides, battering him with unintentional blows as everyone pressed toward the airlock at once. He shoved his way through the panicked crowd, taking care not to let go of Stella’s hand.


  He held onto her until they passed through the freight airlock of the Sierra Vista. The corridor opened up significantly, allowing them to move much faster. Together, they ran with the others down the dim, windowless hallway. 


  “Will we be safe here?” Stella asked, keeping pace.


  “I think so,” he told her. Of course, if the Hameji boarded them, nowhere would be safe.


  The Sierra Vista was a mid-size sublight freighter, built for cargo, not for passengers. The walls were dark and drab, made from industrial grade durasteel. The air was chilly, and the halls below decks were barely more than over-sized duct work. They followed the anxious crowd into a large, dimly lit cargo hold. Except for a few large boxes and piles of crates strapped against the far wall, the room was empty. A few of the frightened refugees pulled up some loose crates to sit on, but most remained standing, still in shock.


  This was the end of all they could do, Ben realized. Either the pilot got them out, or they’d all die—or worse.


  “Come with me,” Ben said, leading Stella into an empty doorway where they could speak privately. “If the crowd panics again, I want you to stay calm. We can’t do anything about the Hameji, so there’s no sense worrying about that. Just stay calm, and stick with me.”


  She nodded, frightened but comprehending.


  The ship lurched, throwing them both against the door. Ben staggered and leaned against the wall for support. It felt as if somebody had tilted the room, and everything was falling towards the side. Most of the boxes were secure, but those that weren’t slid across the room, smashing into the passengers who were struggling to stay on their feet.


  An engine burn, thought Ben. A pretty heavy one, too.  


  But was it enough?


  As if in answer, a loud clang sounded on the level above, followed by a muffled explosion and the sound of gunfire. The engines suddenly died, and the floor stopped tilting.


  “Oh my God,” said Stella. The passengers had heard it too, and started screaming. 


  Boarders.


  The gunfire grew louder. Ben stared at the ceiling in mortified silence, listening to the battle through the cold metal walls. In the main hold, the other passengers had begun to panic.


  “What’s going on?” she asked. “Why—”


  A strange, greenish gas poured out of the ventilation shafts, filling the room. Everyone tried to run out at once. Stella grabbed onto him and held on tight. He covered his mouth with his shirt and motioned for her to do the same.


  All noise faded as the sickly sweet mist filled the cargo hold. Around them, the world started to spin, slowly at first, but growing steadily faster. In a few moments, everything was little more than a blur. He held onto Stella, afraid that she would fall if he let go.


  This is not the end, he told himself. 


  The last of his strength ebbed, and the world turned black. All of his fears faded except for one—that whatever was to come, he wouldn’t be able to protect his little sister from it.




  The Sorting



   


  Stella



  When Stella woke up, she was stiff, sore, and completely naked.


  She immediately wrapped her arms around her body. Cold, stuffy air stirred against her bare skin, giving her goosebumps. Moving slowly, she eased herself up to a sitting position and looked around. 


  The room was dark, the only illumination coming from a caged bulb in the center of the ceiling. It looked vaguely like a cargo hold: smooth metal walls and floors, berths for crates and containers, long scrape marks that could only have been made by heavy machinery. She made out a number of strange shapes scattered across the floor. They were too lumpy to be crates, but—


  One of them suddenly moved. She realized at once that they were people, unconscious and as naked as she was.


  She shuddered and closed her eyes. I hope Ben doesn’t see me like this.  


  Ben! Where is he? 


  “Ben?” she whispered. In the silence, her voice sounded as loud as the roar of an engine. To her right, a fat, hairy man—definitely a man—lay moaning on his back, while on her left, a wrinkled old woman slouched unconscious with her back propped up against a crate. Unsightly bruises covered her arms.


  “Ben?” Stella repeated, unfocusing her eyes to avoid seeing anything else she didn’t want to see. “Ben, are you there?” Answer me! 


  No one did.


  He’s not here. She took in a deep breath and tried to calm herself. The metal floor was so cold on her skin, and the draft in the room began to make her shiver.  


  How had they gotten here? She vaguely remembered the freighter—what was it called? The Sierra Vista? The hold of that ship had been similar to the room she was now in, except larger and better lit. She remembered fleeing there to escape the Hameji. Then the gas, the screaming, Ben holding her, and darkness. Then this. 


  The Hameji, she thought to herself. They stripped off our clothes and left us here. Had they done anything else to her while she was unconscious?   


  She mentally checked every part of her body. Aside from a few slight bruises, she had no injuries. Had they raped her, though? Probably not—she imagined she would hurt a lot worse if they had. Then again, she didn’t know what sex was supposed to feel like normally, let alone when it was forced. 


  She shivered and hugged her knees a little tighter. Were they going to rape her? A nauseous feeling rose in her stomach, and she started to panic.


  Stop it, she told herself. Stay calm. You’re still alive. You can make it through this. 


  A freight door opened slowly behind her, flooding the room with light. She squinted and covered her eyes. Heavy footsteps sounded on the floor, but before her eyes could adjust, someone grabbed her roughly by the arm and pulled her to her feet. 


  “Ben!” she shrieked. But no one answered her.  


  Without a word, her captors half-dragged, half-marched her into the blinding light.


   


  Ben



  Ben woke with a terrible pain in his side and the disconcerting realization that he was naked. When he opened his eyes, he got a much worse shock—Stella was no longer with him. He sat up at once.


  “Stella?” he yelled, his voice reverberating off of the cold metal walls of the unusually large cargo hold. Several people glanced up in his direction, but Stella wasn’t among them.


  He took a deep breath and tried to fight his growing panic. He’d heard stories of the things the Hameji did to their prisoners. Most were just speculation—no one had ever escaped—but at Tajjur, a passing Imperial frigate had discovered hundreds of bodies floating in deep space. When the bodies were identified, it was discovered that no more than two or three had been on the same ship at the time of their capture. 


  That did not bode well for any of them.


  He rose clumsily and scanned the cargo hold, ignoring the pain in his side as best he could. There were maybe fifty to a hundred other prisoners, all naked like himself. The Hameji hadn’t bothered separating the men from the women, but that was good, because if Stella was on the ship, there was a good chance he’d find her.  


  And if not? Ben tried not to think about that. 


  He stepped carefully around the other prisoners, averting his eyes where possible, ignoring what he saw when he couldn’t. Several of them were bleeding, and some lay in their own vomit. The smell of human excrement was thick in the air. He covered his nose and breathed through his mouth.


  “Stella?” he called out again. “Stella, are you here?”


  “Who are you looking for?” a black-haired woman asked, sitting against the wall with her knees tucked tightly against her chest. The light was dim, but she appeared to be in her mid-thirties. From her accent, Ben guessed she was from one of the Lagrange settlements at Kardunash VII.


  “I’m looking for my sister,” Ben told her. “She’s about half a head shorter than me with brown hair down to her shoulders.” As he talked, he discretely averted his eyes so as not to stare directly at her. She showed him the same courtesy.


  “Which ship were you on?” she asked.


  “We were on a ferry shuttle at Kardunash IV when the attack happened. A passing freighter took us in—the Sierra Vista, I think.” As if it mattered now. “Then the Hameji boarded us. That’s all I remember.” 


  “I was on a small freighter—the Winter Aegis.” A tremor in her voice made him glance at her face. Her cheeks were pale, her eyes wide: both were signs of shock. 


  “What’s your name?” Ben asked.


  “Ava. Yours?”


  “Ben.”


  She nodded. “I’m looking for someone, too. My husband. Have you seen him?”


  “What does he look like?”


  “He’s tall, short black hair, in his early thirties—though I guess you can’t tell in this light.” 


  “No,” said Ben. “I haven’t seen anyone like that.” 


  “I guess we’re on the same starship then—literally and figuratively.” She laughed at her own joke, but tears soon streaked her pale, frightened face. Ben felt an urge to comfort her, but hesitated, worried that she’d take it wrong. 


  They both fell silent. Ava rose to her feet, keeping her arms close to her chest and her legs pressed tightly together. Ben looked the other way.


  “The nudity is psychological,” he told her. “They’re trying to make us feel weak and powerless by stripping us down like this.” And doing a hell of a good job at it, too. 


  Ava smiled weakly. “Well, if that’s all it is…” her voice trailed off as she glanced around the room. “I hope they haven’t hurt him.”


  Ben’s cheeks burned with sudden anger. Even if Stella wasn’t on this ship, he could imagine her in a stinking cargo hold much like this one, naked, alone, and scared out of her mind. If they’ve done anything to hurt her— 


  A loud clang sounded from somewhere beyond the walls, reverberating through the floor. Bright light shone through a rapidly opening freight door, stabbing his eyes. He squinted and peered into the light, catching sight of several figures marching into the room. Their footsteps sounded heavy against the hard metal floor.


  Soldiers.


  As his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw them haul the prisoners off one by one, starting on the far side of the room. Awake or only half-conscious, it didn’t matter—they took everyone without exception.


  “Oh no,” Ava said, leaning into him so that their bodies made contact. “Where are they taking us?”


  “I don’t know,” said Ben. “I’ve heard, though—”


  “What have you heard?”


  He swallowed, remembering the frozen bodies at Tajjur. “I’ve heard this is where they sort us.”


  “Why? What for? What are they going to do?”


  “I don’t know,” Ben lied. He fought back his growing nausea.


  All too soon, the soldiers came for them.


   


  Stella



  Stella stumbled through the freight airlock and into a spacious, well-lit room that reeked of body odor and cheap chemical cleansers. The soldiers forced her into a roughly formed row of prisoners, facing the opposite wall. As soon as they let go of her, she wrapped her arms around her chest and looked around.


  She stood near the center of a giant hangar. The drab, yellowed walls were flat and windowless, the hardened ceramic floor grainy under her bare feet. The opposite wall was actually an enormous bay door, large enough to swallow the Llewellyn. An unloading claw dangled from the ceiling like a monstrous hand waiting to pluck her off her feet. 


  So I’m on some kind of deep-space freighter, she thought to herself. Judging from the design, it had to be Belarian. She’d spent a lot of time around Belarian ships in her apprenticeship, and knew the typical layout fairly well.  


  That was encouraging—it might help her escape.


  About a hundred other prisoners stood around her, all naked, all facing the same way. Hameji soldiers in battle armor patrolled the rows. Even with so many prisoners, though, the hangar bay was far from full. She stood behind a flabby, middle-aged woman who kept glancing nervously over her shoulder. The others around her stared at the ground or straight ahead.


  Ben, Stella thought to herself. Where is Ben? She wanted to shout out his name, but she didn’t dare. Except for the heavy, booted footsteps of the soldiers and a few muffled sobs and whimpers, the room was deathly quiet.  


  With her arms wrapped tightly around her chest and her knees pressed firmly together, she glanced from face to face, searching for Ben. Heads started turning her way, making her feel horribly self-conscious of her nakedness, but she did her best to ignore that. 


  In the row ahead of her, two places to the left, a little girl sobbed in fear, her pale face streaked with tears. Urine trickled down her legs and formed a puddle around her feet. Poor girl, Stella thought. She probably feels all alone and embarrassed because she peed her—oh no! 


  A pair of Hameji soldiers dragged the old woman Stella had seen in the cargo bay to the front of the room. Her body was stiff and unmoving, eyes closed and mouth open. The soldiers dropped her in the corner; her head made a horrible thudding noise against the hardened floor.


  Oh my God, Stella thought to herself. She’s dead. Her knees begin to shake, and she fought the urge to throw up. 


  Off to her left, a door hissed open, and a short, silver-haired man stepped through. He was swarthy and olive-skinned, with a sharp goatee and short, trimmed hair. Unlike the soldiers, he wore a loose fitting robe under a lightly decorated gray jerkin that extended down to his knees. He carried a gun at his side, and something long and curved next to it in a gold-embroidered holster. It took Stella a while to realize that the holster was actually a scabbard for a sword.


  The soldiers at the door snapped to attention when they saw him. He nodded curtly to them as he passed, followed by half a dozen younger men, all similarly dressed. From the authoritative way he carried himself, Stella guessed he was an officer—perhaps even a captain.


  After briefly inspecting his troops, the captain started at the front and moved down the line of prisoners, examining them one by one. The younger officers snickered and smirked as they followed him, looking at some of the female prisoners in ways that made Stella squirm. After examining each prisoner, the captain motioned to his soldiers, who escorted each one to the front of the hangar. Gradually, they began to form two groups this way. 


  They’re sorting us, Stella realized. As the captain worked his way down the first row and into the second, she tried to imagine why. The group to the left was mostly made up of women, children, and old men, while the group on the right was almost exclusively young men. Soldiers stood watch over both groups, their rifles held at the ready.  


  One of the prisoners refused to move when the Hameji tried to march him off. The soldiers beat him across the face and forcibly pulled him forward, but he fell to his knees, refusing to get up. The captain gave a nod, and the nearest soldier leveled a pistol at the man’s head. 


  At the crack of the shot, Stella jumped, and her whole body started to tremble. Several of the other prisoners cried out and fell to their knees in terror. Someone was screaming—after a few seconds, Stella realized that it was her. She clapped her hands over her mouth, momentarily forgetting her modesty. 
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