Prerogative

“This is Grace Colony. Calling any vessels in range…we’ve an incursion. We have three ships… infected with Chaos… over twelve million inhabitants… under threat of infection… need urgent assistance…”


Serena listened to the broadcast through the comms; the signal passed down the transit lane on a relay wave. Every ship in the Grace system would hear the message. Not every ship would answer. She sat alone in the Sirocco’s bridge and listened as the message scrambled, fighting alongside the flash traffic of over fifty other voices- all called for help, some pleaded, some begged, and some cried. 


The Chaos plague was on Grace. A Captain would be mad to take a ship in there, and most who heard would turn and run. To go was suicide, to refuse a capital offence. No Captain could ignore an SOS, though many did. The transit lanes and domains of the colonies were rife with the indolent and the illegal- but Serena was not one of these. She would have once passed by the helpless without a second thought, but not anymore. Three years ago her life changed and with it, her responsibilities.

She had a crew to consider- their safety her prerogative. She had a cargo to deliver that would run her ship for months. But above all, Serena had made a promise years before that bound her to lend assistance to the people of Grace. She had also made a promise to herself to rid herself of a burden- and to that end, she searched the comms traffic until one particular signal came through clear.

“Mayday, mayday, mayday- this is Grace Colony, the settlement on Breaker Ridge. We are receiving an influx of refugees from the townships, and they’ve got Chaos hot on their heels. We count between five hundred and a thousand souls coming our way- all ages and genders. We can’t keep them all in here. If any ship can get to us, we’d be willing to pay…”

Serena glanced at a display arm and called up a map of Grace. Breaker Ridge lay in the savannah of a Europe-sized continent, not far from a township of dwellings set up to support the farms, factories and fission plant that served the capital. The population of the area, both the living and those who worked, ran into the thousands. She could not save them all, but she could save some- and her decision started with Breaker Ridge. 

She glanced to a schematic of the Sirocco- a long ship with a three deck fore and aft section linked by a corridor on the top. Two freight modules secured amidships behind the cargo bay at the base of the fore section, allowing freight to be secured or removed without the crew having to enter. Freight haulage was dull but profitable- and it suited Serena just fine. It gave her time to think, and with her past, Serena needed all the time she could get. 
Serena angled the ship into the Transit lane and turned off the shields. Designed to accelerate ships across a system by warping space, the transit lanes also carried any signal sent by the communications network to all ships. The Sirocco passed the threshold and the rings of the transit lane glowed, warping space to accelerate them across the system towards Grace. She hit the comms.


“Crew assembly at the Galley in five. Paige? Get the coffee on…”


Five minutes later, Serena entered the room and took a coffee without asking. The others sat or stood, watching, waiting. Paige hopped onto a counter, kicked off her slippers and crossed her legs- she hated wearing shoes and took any chance to go without. 


“What’s up, Captain?” she asked. An attractive but nervous girl with red hair in a long bob, at twenty-one years old, Paige Lentz was the youngest in the crew and one her Captain watched over like a big sister. 

“Grace Colony sent an SOS- they’ve been hit with Chaos” Serena answered. Not many Captains could walk their crews into certain death and expect them to follow. Serena ruled without question but listened to advice; her tone varied between the discussion, the proposal, and the decision. Despite the threat that awaited them on Grace, her glance conveyed all they needed to know- she would not be moved on this issue. As the matriarch of a dysfunctional family, her mind, when made, was not to be changed. Faces dropped, people shifted, eyes looking anywhere but at their crewmates, allowing fears displayed in the privacy of a public room. 


“How far gone?” asked DeWolff. A former Captain in the Terran League Marine Corps, August DeWolff always liked to know the odds he faced. The first officer, co-pilot and the crew’s balance- DeWolff filled the gaps Serena missed. When people grew emotional, DeWolff calmed them. When they became lazy, he fired them to action. A chameleon to their moods, he changed his role at will. 

“Does it matter?” Grant Pierce muttered. To him, Chaos was a problem to be dealt with and nothing else. Like DeWolff, Grant also came from the Marine Corps. His technical mind saw life as problems to be overcome; his gallantry saw his friends as his unit.

“They haven’t specified what stage of Chaos, but it doesn’t matter” Serena answered. Grant was one of two engineers on the ship- he ran the engines, while Hex ran the weapons. Each was unlike the other in every way- Grant remained a thin, clean cut perfectionist while Hex was corpulent, bearded, and relaxed. 

“What’s our plan?” Hex asked. They never used his real name- Serena reckoned “Orlando Hernandez” too much a mouthful, and with his streak of bad luck, ‘Hex’ became the nickname of choice.


“Going in to assist” Serena answered. “We can’t save the cities, and with the infected devouring the healthy, we’d be mad to try. But there is a settlement we can help…”


“Why should we help them?” asked Jack, an attractive black man with a millionaire smile. Like Serena, Jack Brenner was the only other member of the crew to be altered pre-birth. Made to be a Doctor, Jack’s improvements made him a perfect surgeon with reflexes, perception, and judgement in abundance. Unfortunately for Jack, all the money in the League could not wipe out the strain of arrogance and boredom that saw him fail and arrested for selling wake up drugs to his fellow students. Serena needed an answer that hid one of her real motives, and with Jack, the answer was always easy.

“They’ll pay” Serena watched the avarice fire the light in Jack’s eyes. He was supposed to be the medic on the crew, but his reflexes honed his card tricks, his perception made him a conman, and his judgement a gambler. The acquisition of money motivated Jack, as did the company of beautiful women, and what was good for Jackson Brenner at the time.


Jack’s parents’ money made him a Beta, but Serena was a top grade Alpha- One in a million with perfectly tanned, clear skin, long raven black hair, dark eyes to melt a man’s soul, and a body in perfect health. The finest surgeons manipulated her foetus in the womb and created a masterpiece of genetic engineering. Graceful, ageless, honed, and four steps ahead of her peers- she was also the last person you would expect to be running a haulage business out of an old ship like the Sirocco. 


“Do we go in hot or can we get a lead on the infected?” asked Carmen. Serena’s pilot and lover, Carmen was a wild child from the Terran League Air Corps. Like Hex, Grant, and DeWolff, she had served her ten years and signed onto Serena’s crew. Also with them she enjoyed genetic Gamma enhancement in Basic training that eliminated myopia, strengthened the bone structure, enhanced hearing and toned muscle- but that hadn’t stopped Hex from putting on weight. Carmen, however, like Serena, worked out in Paige’s cargo bay on the multi gym and took pride in her body. An aggressive thirty-one-year-old, she wore jeans and vests, drank hard and wore her ego like a badge from years serving alongside testosterone fuelled bravadoes in the League.


“We go in hot” answered Serena, turning to Paige last of all. Her cargo hand pulled her heels to rest on the worktop and hugged her knees, green eyes wide with apprehension. Chaos scared her- but everything scared Paige in one way or another. As Captain to her crew, Serena handled each one differently. With DeWolff Serena would discuss, Grant was often ordered, Hex was asked, Jack had to be defeated in a constant battle of wits, and Carmen she dominated from the bedroom- but only with Paige did Serena soften.

“I need a volume analysis of the cargo units and a calculation of life support” Serena began. They had two cargo units, each of sufficient size to take at least a few hundred refugees. One was full, the other currently empty and ideal for refugee transport. All Paige had to do was work out how many, and how long the air would last.

The Sirocco emerged from the Transit lane to carnage. Ships fled from Grace colony- some packed with refugees, others merely content to escape with the shirt on their backs. Only one Terran League Naval vessel was in attendance- the TLVN Elizabeth, an assault carrier. Fighters dropped in waves from the docking arms, wings folding out before atmospheric entry as comms chatter filled the air to announce the 315th Squadron was going into action.


Serena sat in the co-pilot’s seat as Carmen guided the Sirocco towards Poise, the orbital station under League authority. The rule since independence allowed the colonies to rule their worlds, but the League retained the stations, jump gates and transit lanes that networked the colonies to the core worlds.


“This is deep space tender vehicle Sirocco requesting access to the anchor point; we seek to deposit a cargo module before atmospheric entry” began Carmen over comms, “We are responding to all hail on humanitarian…” Serena’s hand touched hers, and Carmen broke off, noticing the sensor contacts. Two troop carriers had launched from the Elizabeth on an intercept course for Poise. Lights flickered from the station and diamond trails leaked from the hull, refracting light from the day-glow of Grace’s near side.


“Atmospheric breaches on upper decks, minimal lights, and troops going in- Poise has fallen” Serena was quiet as she spoke, Carmen shocked- stations did not just ‘fall’, yet this had done so. Life signs indicated biological presence but whether infected or not was hard to tell. “Hex” Serena called, “we need a hack…”


Hex knew enough backdoor codes to grant them access to the anchor point- a grid in geostationary orbit used for the docking of ships or cargo modules under lock and key. Within thirty minutes Grant and DeWolff went EVA to secure the second cargo module as Carmen watched the skies. Far off, a fighter was diving through the atmosphere. Serena recognised Lazlo’s ship, the Lydia’s smile- an old rival- but ignored it. Without filing a flight plan, it could have been destroyed as a looter if the authorities had time, but they had other fish to fry. 

“As soon as the boys are back on board, we go for Breaker Ridge” Serena’s voice echoed through the comms system of the ship to the cargo bay where Paige worked to clean the room ready for the refugees. Jack stood to wait as DeWolff and Grant entered the airlock from outside, and the cycle of re-pressurisation began. He paced by the inner door, waiting as Paige mopped the extensive floor in bare feet, the hem of her jeans stained dark from the water. 


Jack enjoyed the view- he liked to flirt with Carmen but today, Paige presented an appealing image. She worked happily, ignoring his gaze until it grew on her horizon like thunder clouds on a sunny day. 


“What?” she stopped and leant on the mop. Jack shook his head with a winning smile- which left Paige completely unaffected.


“…nothing” he said, tilting his head to one side- one of his best seductions. On other women it would have worked- but Paige merely blushed, turned her back and carried on mopping as the overhead light turned green and the door slid open. 

“Captain, they’re in,” Jack said into comms as he helped the men step inside. The mop clattered to the floor, and Paige splashed across to help. 


Carmen angled the ship for the entry sequence as the crew geared up for the job ahead. “Thirty minutes on approach,” Carmen locked the flight plan into the computer and rose to leave the bridge and as she did her hand touched Serena’s shoulder once, a gesture of love, ghosting a smile across her face. 


“Get you anything?” she asked. Serena shook her head. She had time enough. Serena had never been here before, but people known to her lived on Breaker Ridge- people with answers to her questions. She had spent long enough tracking them down.

Within the stores, DeWolff and Grant armoured up in tear proof combat suits and caps. Uniforms worn with ease like a second skin would tell any onlooker these men were used to fighting, at home in fatigues. Sand brown slashed with pale green for the environment by Breaker Ridge- DeWolff had done his homework. 

“Jack…Carmen…Hex…and the Captain” said DeWolff, placing a line of main and secondary weapons on the table with spare ammunition. Grant took a small automatic and chambered a round, selecting three extra magazines and laying them carefully to one side. “She won’t wear it” DeWolff commented. Grant almost looked affronted. 


“I can insist…” Grant had seen three campaigns, two counterinsurgency actions and a peacekeeping tour. He had seen death in many forms and had delivered his fair share of violence- but after twelve years of the life, he led, his chivalry remained. As if on cue, Paige entered, selected her equipment belt and pulled it on. Back in a pair of comfortable old boots with the grip faded to smooth and a dark jumpsuit, the trace of the nervous girl disappeared with the change of clothing. Grant placed the handgun on the table with the magazines and Paige shook her head.


“You know I don’t…I’m not very good with…” she fought to explain, to refuse politely. Paige knew he was looking out for her in his manner, a fact she found incredibly charming after her past. Paige had shipped out with two crews before this. The first was forgettable, the second sadly not. Paige looked to some of the crew like the big brothers or sisters she never had, and they were dear to her, each in their way.

“It’s just a precaution,” Grant said, words faltering. DeWolff saw his pulse quicken and Paige begin to flush. Grant didn’t have designs on Paige- he just wasn’t comfortable talking to girls. Hiding his smile, DeWolff loaded a carbine and cleared his throat. The mood broke, Grant turned, and DeWolff tossed him the weapon. 

“If you wanted a precaution” DeWolff commented, “you’d persuade her to buy a pair of decent boots that didn’t slip on the cargo bay ramp! Paige, if you won’t go armed, stay in the rear and watch our backs” said DeWolff. “Everyone comes home from this…”


The Sirocco broke the cloud layer on a sunlit day above lazy trails of smoke rising from the city below.A fire raged unchecked; tiny figures rampaged through the streets, and scores of personal grav cars crossed the skies in violation of every traffic code in law. With fear, safety departed with rational thought as those who could, fled.

A media channel, ‘Eye 24’ broadcasted up to the second reports of infections, which areas were hot spots, where refugees were going, and what to do in the situation. It seemed a strange note of normality to have a radio channel broadcasting from the surface, almost as if the mass outbreak wasn’t real. Carmen listened with half an ear and almost became lulled into a false sense of security when a speeding grav car veered to avoid them and clipped another with an explosion that sent the occupants of both spinning to their deaths far below. The flash from the collision lit up the cockpit and Carmen swore, Serena laying a hand on her shoulder.


“Easy…” Serena checked the sensors for the occupants of the vehicles.


“How many lost it then?” asked Carmen. Serena shook her head, lying with ease.


“One adult in each- no-one to worry about,” she said as the Sirocco left the city behind. Far off in the distance, the 315th strike wing strafed a nearby township, dropping napalm on hordes emerging across the fields. Death reigned supreme on this day, striking down indiscriminately with a toll that rose by the hundreds each minute. Soon they had passed over the city and onto burning suburbs rife with figures converging on the fleeing, pulling them to the ground and devouring flesh with pack ferocity. 


“That confirms Chaos” Serena observed with casual distaste.

They saw evidence of a fight- one house giving aimed single shots in a defence of a street, cutting down charging infected with deadly precision, and then they were beyond the suburbs and into the savannah that led to the industrial centre miles away. Eating up the distance in less than a minute, the Sirocco came in high and circled the undulating terrain between the township where hundreds of bodies lay in the street and thousands of tiny figures shambled after a crowd of faster-moving men, women and children. 


“Breaker Ridge settlement in sight…” Carmen said, bringing the Sirocco round in a wide arc that spanned miles. Serena watched those fleeing the infected, wondering if they had the stamina to reach the safety of the settlement before being pulled down and torn apart. 


“Hex, we’ve got just over five hundred civilians fleeing Chaos down there. Can you buy them time?”


Hex appeared on the bridge seconds later and settled into fire control. At his command, an underside turret activated and Hex plugged into a headset with a transparent eyepiece that overlaid the gun camera with the broader sensor image of the ground below. 

“I’ve got them. What are you thinking of?” he asked. “There are too many for direct fire, but I can burn a trench between the groups that would slow them down…”


“Three metres deep as well as broad- and three thousand long should do it” Serena observed the spread of the infected horde and watched as Carmen brought the Sirocco round for another pass. 


On the ground, the fleeing civilians saw the Sirocco above roar past with engines deafening as the down draught stirred up a sand storm. Those with eyes open were able to see a silent white laser scythe a trench in the ground behind them in a continuous line, effectively separating them from the infected that followed. Some cheered, some sobbed with relief, but all knew the barrier was only temporary. The infected would find their way around the sides before long. This was a respite, not salvation.


Breaker Ridge was a settlement of no more than thirty buildings with a small power plant, shops and a restaurant, built to service the water reclamation and sanitary facility nearby. Overshadowing the settlement, a two hundred metre tall communications tower linked the settlement to the rest of the world. Less than three hundred souls lived in Breaker Ridge, perched on the high ground alongside a delta that flowed into the sea. To approach it from land meant a rising climb past outbuildings and farmsteads to one of the twin sisters- the name given to the flat-topped hills. On one lay the settlement perched by a steep incline up which the refugees would have to navigate. The Sirocco landed on the other, alongside the water plant. 


A local delegation converged as soon as the ramp lowered and by the time they reached the Sirocco, Paige had the second cargo unit open and helped Grant and Hex to rig a life support system. DeWolff stood with Serena and Carmen in front, with Jack watched from behind. The leader of the delegation was a manager called Baker. Once he would have commanded respect- now, in the face of his death, he was utterly terrified. 


“I order you to turn over your vessel to our settlement!” he puffed, his stamina failing him after the run. “The township’s crawling with infected! I only just returned from there alive!”


“How many people do you have in Breaker Ridge?” Serena almost ignored Baker but instead, gazed at the temperament of the men behind him. All bore weapons and watched Serena with uncertain eyes. They were scared, prepared to fight, and in their fear, willing to take by force. Serena did not draw her weaponry- her carbine remained slung on her back and her pistol in its holster as she stepped up to the group and gazed calmly into the eyes of each man there, manipulating her pheromones to indulge each one, holding their attention in the palm of her hand. Desire made them want her, like her; trust her- which was exactly where she wanted them- pliable, instead of violent.


“Three hundred and forty-two,” said Baker, starting to calm.


“We can take them all on the Sirocco and use the cargo container for the rest on approach. Minimal possessions- one bag each with changes of clothing only” Serena heard Paige mutter behind her- she caught the message about ‘favourite toy’ and played the angle to reassure Baker she could deliver them to salvation and not to a slave market. “Tell the families with children, favourite toy for each child- don’t let them leave teddy behind. Get the families up here now and we’ll settle them in.”

“You will relinquish command to me?” Baker asked in fear. His situation was desperate- the terror of what lay shambling across the savannah lending his mind to consider only one course of action and giving him the strength to carry it through. Serena had to become his rock, his answer to all his problems. She fixed his eyes until they began to water, staring calmly into his soul. 


“My ship and my crew will take your settlement away from this if you help me get your people on board. There’s no need to panic- just bring them up here, and we can leave” she explained, voice moderated with calm, reassurance, deep in tone. 


“But I lead the settlement” he protested, lip trembling like a child. He should have absolute authority- surely this woman could see that? “I should be…” his voice died, watery eyes staring into her depths of patience, a silent reservoir of emotion that spoke of her wisdom and sense. Her eyes bored into his soul, her word was to be trusted, her actions followed- her command, absolute.


“Your people need you to lead them,” she turned Baker around and gently guided him back towards his settlement. “They will need you to set a good example. Go on…” Baker started back towards Breaker Ridge and his men capitulated. Serena turned so only her crew could see her face and mouthed an obscenity- she loathed men like Baker. Civil servants bestowed with power, acting with the self-appointed right of command beyond their expertise. DeWolff raised an eyebrow and chided her with a glance. 


“Lock up the ship and let’s go” she ignored him, “the sooner we get them on board, the safer everyone will feel,” she said, her crew gathering around to listen. “Let’s get to work…”


People do not leave their homes easily. DeWolff knew this for a fact and had participated in enough action to know. A veteran of humanitarian aid campaigns, refugee relocation and counterinsurgency, he had faced this many times. The inhabitants of Breaker Ridge felt torn- some wanted to stay, knowing the fight to be hopeless they clung to the notion that this was their home they were deserting. They had built this place; lived in it, lost relatives to it- it was their home and why should they give it up? Others wanted to run, to save themselves, their partners and children. In doing so, they packed every belonging they could into bags and argued, raged and cried against their rescuers. 

Always the first officer, DeWolff watched the others set to work. Grant and Carmen took sections of the settlement while Serena moved amongst them all with the air of one in control. Some she cajoled, others chided, some persuaded, and against the obstinate, she laid the law- her law- for in space the Captain’s word is final, and when the safety of a settlement depends on a Captain, that word will extend to the evacuation itself.

DeWolff also watched Serena thread her way through the flow of human misery, many avoiding her in embarrassment as if the very act of having to flee was their fault. All the while she watched, assessed- no, he thought- she wasn’t assessing. She was searching. Serena answered the distress call for a personal reason. She could have helped any settlement on Grace- but she didn’t want any settlement- she wanted this settlement. Whatever business Serena had here, DeWolff knew would be a matter for her alone. 


DeWolff turned to other issues- he commandeered four land crawlers- large wheeled all terrain vehicles for the service of the settlement- and drove out with Jack, Grant and Carmen to the incoming refugees. The journey took minutes until they reached the nearest. Children struggled tearfully behind adults while wives clutched meagre possessions. Husbands blind with rage and fear, with guilt that through their inactivity they, the family provider, could no longer protect their families from the horror that followed. DeWolff parked and climbed from his cab as the first crowds ceased their flight, exhausted before him. He smiled with a hand near his pistol in case of trouble.


“Everyone take a minute to get their breath back!” he called, “don’t worry- everything’s going to be okay. We need to collect those furthest back and ferry you in runs to the ship. We’re getting you all off world to safety.”

Relief broke amongst the gathering crowd as word passed from those who could hear to those who could not. DeWolff could see the other three vehicles pull up at the rear of the refugees. Grant and Jack were giving similar speeches to the crowds who stumbled late in the race and now collapsed, fatigued, at the wheels of their saviours. 

“Keep going and you’ll be okay- we’ll get to you!” DeWolff shouted, before climbing back inside his cab and reversing to drive around the crowds. He ignored the shouted questions. There would be time enough to answer them later, and he wanted to keep moving before the crowd mobbed his vehicle.


At the rear of the refugees, Carmen stood watching the horde gather at the trench, barely a kilometre away. She looked through binoculars, focussing on the infected who gathered like penguins at the iceberg’s edge. They shuffled, trying to comprehend the gap beneath them, furious and frustrated at their next meal limping to safety. She saw the dusty hair, torn clothing, some missing shoes, many showing signs of bites or scratches that turned them from normal, healthy, productive members of the colony into the walking nearly dead whose only care centred on their next meal. Chaos removed all trace of rational thought, control, logic and reason. Reduced to the primal urge, all infected proved capable merely of consumption. Did they reproduce? Did they understand what had happened to them? No one knew. All tests had failed. All anyone knew was that they were hungry. Those with advanced malnutrition brought on by Chaos stumbled and those recently fed sprinted towards their next meal. Infected flesh, the scientists thought, must taste bad. They showed no inclination to feed upon each other. 


“You okay?” Grant appeared on her shoulder. Carmen shuddered, watching the horde and trying to ignore the icy cold that crept down her spine.

“The one’s on the edge have spotted the gap. They’ll be round here in half an hour” Carmen said, trying to sound brave. 


“I see them…” Grant unslung his carbine and climbed on top of his vehicle. He lay down and sighted through the range finder and sighted on a group of infected as they reached the furthest edge of the trench. “One thousand three hundred,” he said, standing up again and returning to his vehicle. “Better get a move on.”

“How many claymores you got?” Carmen asked, running to help the nearest group load themselves into the back of her crawler.


“Not nearly enough” he shouted back, doing the same.


Jack took the worst cases and applied basic first aid as only he could. The winning smile was back, reassuring, calming, letting them know he was in control. 


“Thank you!” sobbed one woman, pressing a handful of notes into his pocket. Jack didn’t bother to hand them back. “I have a condition…” she began, launching into an explanation of her ailments. Jack let her ramble on as his eyes took in details of the people helping each other into the rear of his crawler. Here was a sprained ankle, there a broken arm, and over there a man with the flu. He treated by the degree of severity but allowed the leeway of cash to divert his attention where he could afford. With the first payment, others thought bribery was the way to ensure service, and soon the flow of goods, money, jewels, and favours followed. One girl stood tearfully back from the rest when he passed by, shaking as she touched him on the arm.


“I don’t have money…” she began, but hesitantly touched a button on her blouse. Jack covered her hand with his, glancing to ensure Grant or DeWolff was elsewhere.


“Keep moving” he reassured her, “I’ll get to you- don’t worry”. He dare not admit this to the others. Grant and DeWolff still harboured high-minded principles of decency, and Paige would never forgive him. 


 The first families arrived at the Sirocco and were made to sit on the floor as Hex and Paige took control of the loading. Hex was unused to crowds- he preferred the sanctity of engines, the hum of the power core. Machines were easy to understand, unlike people. Paige, on the other hand, went through the families with uncharacteristic confidence, distracting the children with a gentle smile and questions about their toys. In the face of rising questions, Paige took her place alongside Hex at the front.

“Listen up, everyone!” Paige shouted to make herself heard. The questions still continued until Hex touched a control and the underside turret that gouged the trench swivelled on its mount to point at the crowd. Some screamed and fought to escape while the rest quickly fell into silence. 


“Can I have your attention please?” called Paige. “In a few seconds, I’m going to take you inside the ship in family groups. If you wait here and bear with me, this will go quickly and smoothly…”


“Just open the doors and let us in!” called one man.


“Sir, we need to ensure our crew can still run the ship. I don’t want anyone blocking a vital access point or corridor…” 


The man went to protest, but Hex smiled and held his hand over the trigger control. The argumentative one’s in the crowd fell silent, and those about to flee sat back down.

“I need the first three families” called Paige, pointing at the nearest. “How about you… you four, and you, sir? Can you come with me, please?” Paige asked, touching a remote control on her belt to lower the smooth loading ramp and leading the first group inside. She held one hand out for a little girl to take, the family following in tearful gratitude as Paige warned them to watch her step. She slipped on the ramp all the time, and the last thing Paige wanted was an injury caused by carelessness. Once they passed the threshold, the cargo bay doors closed again, leaving a smiling Hex overseeing the growing numbers of refugees. 


Serena found the dwelling she sought within the maelstrom of human emotions. Noting a scrambler bike outside, she knocked on the door and entered. The sign on the door said ‘Vivien Reynolds- cook. Gary Reynolds- Colony communications officer- Terran League Communications Service’. The building was a typical colonist’s home- a circular domed structure for the living area, stores below the ground and bedrooms within the curvature above. Sounds of coughing from upstairs and murmured voices led her upwards until she entered a circular room containing a double bed in which a woman lay, hooked up to a support machine. The man who knelt at her side held her hands and glanced up. A momentary panic crossed his eyes in recognition, and he looked towards his handgun, holstered on the dressing table. Serena saw his glance and shook her head- she wasn’t here to fight. He relaxed with an expression in his eyes, bitterness, or maybe condemnation. His wife raised a feeble hand as Serena came forward, resting her carbine on the edge of the bed and finding space to sit by her legs.


“How are you, Vivien?” Serena asked. The woman in the bed coughed and tried to smile. Gary, her husband, stood and unconsciously checked his watch. 


“What are you doing here?” asked Gary, suspicious of her presence.

“Firstly, I came to see you two” her answer was truthful. She smiled at Vivien, noticed the weakness of her vital signs, her eyes asking the question.


“The Cancer has spread to my lymphatic system” Vivien sighed. “There’s nothing they can do. It’s in my lungs, too. Breathing is difficult, I’m coughing up blood, phlegm, and goodness knows what else” she paused. “You look good. You always did…”


Serena held her hand, ignoring Gary’s hostility. “Benefits of being an Alpha Gold” she answered. “Best of the best.”

“While my wife could never afford any surgery…” Gary snapped. 


“I was too old!” Vivien chided, “By the time we had money, I didn’t want some doctor poking about in my genetic coding. I have no regrets…”


“You’re only fifty-one!” Gary protested, taking her other hand again. He loved her, Serena knew. All the years she had known these two, they never fell out of love. She left them in silence until Vivien turned rheumy eyes her way. 


“I haven’t got long left, Serena- hours, most likely. You’ve made it just in time…” her voice rattled with effort and Gary clenched her hand as if the power of will could bring her back from death.


“We’ll get you on my ship and hooked up. The least I can do is make your final hours more comfortable…” Serena began.

“I can’t be moved” Vivien cut across her. “Besides, this is my home. I would like to die here…”


“Vivien, Chaos has landed on Grace” Serena explained, “the world is falling. The government is gone. Settlements wait for rescue, but none will come for them.”

“You’ve come…” Vivien said.


“I had to.” 


“For us?” Vivien asked, “Or for some other reason…”


“I came because of Westmoreland” Serena explained. Gary’s head shot up and glared, but this time, there was more in his eyes than anger, more than rage at the condition that killed his wife as surely as the chaos infected mob barely miles from their settlement. He was hiding something, but what she could not tell.


“Westmoreland…” said Vivien, “why there?”


“We left survivors behind,” said Serena. “I checked the sensor logs on the ascent. Over five thousand…”


“Infected…” Vivien coughed.


“There were power sources in the stadium and beneath” Serena’s explanation was simple. This was hard enough for her to admit. “Westmoreland fell to Chaos in the first outbreak, twenty-six years before we hit the diamond depository. No power source could last more than a few months without maintenance…”


“Maybe the infected found a way of keeping the lights on…” Gary sounded as pathetic as his excuse but recoiled from the naked ferocity in Serena’s voice as it cracked across the room like a bullwhip.


“There were survivors! People made it through the first outbreak! Twenty-six years living in the city besieged by infected! Five thousand men, women and children scratching a living from God knows what! Devlin knew they were there and never told us! We saw the signs and chose to ignore them! We left them behind!”


“Exactly” Vivien coughed, “we left them. We. Not Devlin, or Gary, or myself, or you, but all of us…”

“Devlin lied to us” Serena still raged inside, not daring to increase the pressure of her grip in case she shattered the frail hand of the woman she held. “He went there once before, on his own, and came back with the story of the depository. One haul, one job to set us all up for life. When the power plants fail, the energy screens go down, and we walk into the biggest score of our lives! It was a perfect theft with no guards inside the compound. There’s only one way he could have got hold of that information. He went there and spoke to the survivors. They would have begged for rescue, and he did nothing. Abused their trust as he did mine…”

“Shouldn’t have married him, then” Gary muttered, then lowered his eyes against the intensity of Serena’s gaze. She stood and picked up her carbine, holding it comfortably, supported by the shoulder strap. 

“I’m taking the people of Breaker Ridge to safety. You can come if you want, or take your chances with the infected. 


“I’m not leaving my wife…” Gary muttered, holding Vivien’s hand with determination. “She’s dying and deserves to spend her last moments in her bed.”

Serena chambered one round, the noise of oiled metal a particular sound in the room, and their eyes turned in alarm. She did not raise the weapon- she did not have to. They understood the meaning well enough. Gary waited for the hammer to fall- he knew Serena of old and this was not a bluff. For Serena the choice was easy. Three hundred and more souls rested on her salvation- she would not hold the evacuation up for the sake of a dying woman and a husband who wouldn’t leave. 

“It’s easy to face death, when you can choose the how and why” Serena kept the mockery from her voice but noted Vivien’s face returning to calm. “It’s a different story when the choice is taken from you.”

“I can face my death easily enough, Serena…” Vivien began.


“You don’t just have to face your death this time” Serena answered, “If any of my crew die because of you, I’ll be back to see you before I leave. If you delay our launch, you’ll be risking the lives of over three hundred others as well. Do the decent thing and save us the trouble…” Serena pulled Gary’s handgun from its holster, chambered a round, and tossed the gun on the bed. 


“I’m not afraid to die, Serena!” Vivien lost some of her composure, spitting the words in venom as Serena turned to leave.


“Remember that when they’re scratching at the door…” she answered, already on her way downstairs and back to her crew.


DeWolff unloaded his third run of refugees and saw a group of men and women occupying rooftops in advance of the advancing infected and preparing to fire. Some of the defenders looked wary as he wandered to a local and asked who was in charge. In seconds he joined the de facto leader on a rooftop. 

“You the one called Denton? I’m DeWolff- with the Sirocco. You here to buy time?”


“I’m Denton” the man confirmed, “and you must be a tactical genius to figure that one out!” the middle-aged man calling himself Denton was a gruff ex-security officer with a rifle. He had little time for interruptions and less for outsiders. 


“I’m no tactical Genius” DeWolff observed the infected a mile away, black spots converging from either end of the trench. “But I reckon we’ve got fifteen to twenty minutes. Who did you serve with?”


“Security unit on the colony. Who were you with?” queried Denton with assumed authority. He had been a local security officer for thirty years and had seen all the experience the colony had to offer. He was proud, DeWolff thought, but not confrontational. DeWolff adopted his disarming voice and kept his voice light.

“I was a Captain in the League Marines. Commander of the first company, third battalion, one hundred and twelfth regiment Marine Strikeforce. Served my ten years in war zones and humanitarian missions before I mustered out.”

“Oh,” Denton’s voice tailed off in the face of this. DeWolff was cheerfully the more experienced but not likely to push his issue. 


“You seem to have things pretty much under control” DeWolff continued, turning to leave. “If there’s anything I can do, give me a shout. I’m going back out for the last few runs…”


“Are we looking good?” Denton asked, able to save face gracefully.


“I’d make sure the machine guns are switched to single round and not auto. At these ranges, auto just wastes ammunition. We’ll try to put markers out and create a killing ground” DeWolff turned on his comms. “Hex, DeWolff are you on station?”

At the Sirocco, the refugees were loading well under Paige’s instruction, and Hex passed her beyond the galley as she bedded down a family of five. He continued to the bridge as DeWolff briefed him on the developing situation. In seconds, he had logged into fire control and plotted an attack vector. 

“Paige, you’d better warn the folks outside” he grinned as he allocated power to the weapons bank.


Paige just made it outside in time to call the refugees to attention. There were now many more gathered, including newcomers from those ferried in by the land crawler. 


“You might want to look away from the ship because the turret’s going to…” she never had time to finish her sentence as the turret powered up and everyone instinctively looked away. A white beam of energy flashed out, carving first one ditch, then another before the slopes beneath the settlement. It fired a third time, creating a steep slope up which the land crawlers could venture and people on foot could scramble with some difficulty. The slope was barely twenty metres wide and provided an efficient killing zone for Denton’s defenders. 


“…fire” said Paige, opening her eyes and looking at the effect. “Wow, that’s pretty impressive!” she muttered, as the next three families scurried aboard with possessions. 

Out on the Savannah, the infected had formed two streams coming around either end of the outer trench and were steadily following the refugees. Worse still, some of the refugees at the back of the group began to fall in exhaustion. Carmen noticed they were left where they fell as she wheeled her land crawler in an arc to point back at the settlement. The refugee crowd were down to under three hundred spread out across the plain, but a group of more than thirty had gathered and begun to mob her vehicle as soon as she stopped. 

“Will you wait?” she shouted as a man pulled her door open and pushed a pistol in her face. “There’s no need for that!” her driver’s door opened and hands grabbed her, pulling, tearing. Before she could respond, before she could draw a weapon, hands pulled her from the cab and threw her roughly to the ground. She rolled, trying to put as much distance as she could between her attackers. Ignoring a pain in her right forearm, Carmen tore the handgun from its holster and came up into a crouch, expecting to see a horde of infected bearing down on her- but instead found herself ignored. Her attackers were refugees, now fighting each other in their panic to board the crawler. It took seconds to see why; some of the refugees must have fled the outbreak at the last minute. Some were with injuries, open wounds, bites.

A few had already succumbed, and as she watched in horror, three of the refugees thrashed on the floor in the early stages of infection. They had old injuries, probably inflicted before the Sirocco broke atmosphere- superficial bites and mild scratches that infected the skin with Chaos. Slowly, insidiously, the pathogen worked its way through the dermal layer and into the bloodstream. Once it reached the brain, the transformation began. Haemoglobin altered to carry the Chaos virus, changing brain chemistry, removing all rational thought and replacing it with the desire to feed.

One woman convulsed in the dirt, losing her heels as she suddenly calmed, scrabbling to a crouch and looking at the people near and salivating in her madness. She grabbed the first person in reach- a corpulent man sweating in his attempts to escape, dragged him down and tore into his arm with her teeth. Carmen reacted instinctively, raising the pistol in both hands; she fired one round through the woman’s skull, blowing cerebral fluid out through the gaps in shattered bone. 


“She bit me! Did you see her? She bit me!” protested the man. His eyes started to glaze over as Carmen adjusted her aim and put a bullet through his eye. Rather now than later, she thought. 

The land crawler was a mass of seething flesh as the panicked refugees tried to cling to any part they could. Fear of the infected robbed them of reason as former neighbours and colleagues kicked each other off to gain a better hold. Three men fought for control of the cab, and the crawler jerked forward, hitting a woman to send her flying. She lay motionless in the dirt with a bleeding head wound as her boyfriend ignored her and grappled with another man for a hand hold, abandoning his former partner to extend his life by whatever margin he could. 


Carmen saw the second and third infected rise. She had taken the second with two shots before the third attacked a woman on the leap, bearing her to the ground. The refugees were glad the infected was attacking someone else and ignored her pitiful cries for help as the woman tried to stem the rabid attack of the creature who had once been a colleague. Carmen moved quickly, eating up the distance before she kicked the infected hard in the side of the head. Thrown to one side, it rolled over and over until it stopped, paused, then raised itself on all fours with a snarl. Carmen aimed the pistol straight and shattered its skull with one bullet before turning to the woman. 


“Are you hurt? Did it bite you?”


“No!” she cried, “she didn’t. I’m not injured…please don’t kill me!”


“Keep moving!” Carmen pulled her roughly up and pushed her towards the settlement, now barely half a mile away. Behind them, two streams of infected increased their speed to a shambling fast walk, their food escaping. They were less than two hundred metres away and time was running out. The land crawler was leaving- jerking its way towards the settlement, people fighting for purchase on the back and sides, some falling as they went. Carmen holstered her pistol and unslung her assault carbine. The last of the refugees were past her now, and only open ground separated Carmen from the oncoming infected. Nearby, a child abandoned by its parents now clinging to the land crawler was picked up by a stranger who ran with it towards safety; fear stemmed by decency. 


“This is Carmen to anyone who can get out here! I’ve lost the crawler! The horde is closing at under two hundred metres! I need backup quickly!” she cut off the message and dropped to a kneeling position, carbine held steady on her shoulder as she sighted the red dot on the chest of the first infected that stumbled towards her.


Crack- the first went down with a hole blown in its chest. Crack- the second stumbled and dropped. Crack, the third round spun another around with a shoulder injury. 


In the settlement, Serena sprinted for a family of refugees and pushed a teenage lad off Gary’s scrambler bike. Despite his objections, Serena gunned the engine to life and set off between two buildings, past the approach, and leapt into the air to land on the killing slope in a cloud of sand and dust. She rode the bike over rough terrain standing high in the saddle towards Carmen. 

Serena cursed Gary and Vivien’s attitude as she raced towards the fight. They were playing with Serena’s guilt, knowing she would balance the need to save hundreds of unknowns against ex-crewmates. They knew the Serena of old, but they did not know the Serena of now. They did not know how much Serena needed her crew, but more, how much she wanted to be needed by her crew. They had no way of knowing how much each person meant- from DeWolff’s advice, Paige’s innocence, to Carmen’s love. 


Fighting back her emotional rage, Serena passed DeWolff going the other way, then Jack, and overtook Grant as he went back out for more.

Round twenty-seven took a woman in the throat, round twenty-eight a young lad of sixteen in the heart, twenty-nine cracked the skull of a fit young man, and the last round in the magazine claimed the life of a boy barely over ten. Carmen refused to look at the details as she fought back tears. The Chaos virus took more than people’s lives, their abilities to think, live, and learn. It also claimed the souls of those who watched their loved ones succumb to its ravages. It took a toll on those who fought to protect the healthy, in every infected they killed regardless of gender or age. Carmen had killed before in the League. She had dropped bombs on enemy targets and always killed from a distance. That thought steeled her against the guilt of mass murder, but this was the first time Carmen saw her enemy face to face. 

It’s not murder, she thought. The victims of Chaos were already dead. They breathed, moved, stumbled, felt pain, knew hunger- but all conscious thought, all control of civilised behaviour ended there. They weren’t the kind, honest, law-abiding citizens they once were. They no longer cared for friend or family, no longer supported decency, no longer played or sang, shared a joke or cried in pain. They were feral, bestial, and relentless in their pursuit of food.


Carmen dumped her first magazine in the dirt and loaded her second with practised movements. She glanced aside- her land crawler had crashed nearby, and some of those hid bite or scratch injuries from encounters with Chaos victims started to turn, lending screams of fear and terror to those within the group. Carmen ignored them for the present and switched to the second stream of approaching infected. She stood and jogged back, looking for a safe way to the settlement but the second stream was just under a hundred yards away, arms outstretched for her flesh. Carmen turned and aimed in her fear, her anger, frustration that she was out here alone, one woman against a horde of thousands that grew in salivating numbers on her horizon with each passing second. 


Behind her, Carmen saw the fleeing refugees were only two hundred yards further on towards the settlement and some of them could not run for much longer. Exhausted, terrified, they needed more time. Carmen sighted on the infected in the second stream- she would buy them that time if she could. Round followed round, aiming for the densest thickets of infected, single bullets tearing flesh and putting people down whom, barely hours before, had been productive members of society now turned to irredeemable rabid madness. A voice yelled from a low pitch, rising in tempo to a scream in her ears, ringing long and hard until she realised it was her own. Rage built upon frustration; frustration built upon fear- Carmen unleashed everything in her desire to live, her one wish to see through this day. She was a pilot, used to flying away to live again but at this time she stood her ground and fought to buy seconds for the innocent who fled under her protection. 

The second magazine clicked empty and Carmen dumped it on the floor as an infected from the crashed land crawler ran at her. She spun into a kick, her boot describing an arc into the infected man’s jaw to break it with a crack. The infected went down, and she followed up not with a bullet, but with the butt of the rifle, driving it down time and again until blood sprayed onto her legs. Trembling fingers tried to load a third magazine as three more infected emerged from the land crawler. The first two went after a suited woman who sought to escape from the wreckage, pulling her backwards, screaming from the slope. The third affected sniffed towards Carmen, snarled, and charged.

Carmen dropped the magazine and scrambled for her sidearm as a mechanical growl roared from her right, and Serena gunned her bike over a rise to impact on the infected as she landed. Serena climbed off and appraised her surroundings, armed a grenade and tossed it casually into the land crawler where it detonated with a dull crump of sound and a spray of blood, and dirt. Serena sprinted to the rise and looked down at the wreckage; carbine slung and pistol out. With arms locked straight, she adjusted her aim between each shot. Five, eight, ten, twelve, thirteen shots and she paused, lowered her pistol and returned to Carmen, who stood in shock. 


“You okay?” Serena held her shoulder, looked into her eyes, and tried to smile. They were both scared, and the streams of infected were closing. Serena looked up, judged the distance to the fleeing refugees behind them, and switched weapons to her carbine. “You take the left stream, I’ll do the right,” she said, moving to a dirt rise and kneeling into a stance. Carmen followed suit and they began to fire. Each shot intended, each bullet claiming a life, relentless, murderous, retaking madness and substituting with death. One after another the infected fell as they aimed, poured fire into the stumbling masses, checking with each other every time one reloaded until magazines lay spent on the floor. With a final check behind, Serena saw Grant’s crawler parked facing the settlement three hundred yards away on a rise. His voice came through their comms announcing the last refugees had passed him and would soon be in Breaker Ridge. It was time to go.


They collected empty magazines, and Carmen sat behind Serena as she gunned the bike around and raced ahead of the oncoming infected. Carmen glanced behind and shouted a warning in Serena’s ear- slower infected were overtaken by the faster legs of those infected recently fed. 

“Don’t worry” Serena snapped over her shoulder, “I won’t leave you behind…”


They continued across the Savannah, riding ridges and hanging on with their legs until they passed Grant and skidded to a halt. The last of the refugees were in the rearmost land crawler, and Grant stood ready to drive them back to the settlement. 


“Are we ready?” Serena asked him, eyeing the horde approaching the last five hundred metres. 


“Ten linked claymores are at the killing slope, all ready to broadside or fire in sequence” Grant answered before he pulled himself into the cab of his land crawler and started the engine. Serena let him pull ahead while she watched the oncoming horde with interest. 


“Were you hurt back there?” she asked. Carmen rubbed a red graze on her skin where a panicked refugee had torn her sleeve. 


“Nothing to worry about” Carmen answered. “I'm all right.”

Serena accepted her answer, turned the bike around, and passed the land crawler on her way back to the settlement.


The cargo bay filled with families on bedrolls, packed in as tight as Paige could manage. Since the age of fourteen, she worked the loading shifts on Orange station, illegally underage to cover her injured father and protected by his shift mates. Despite her youth, Paige was a better cargo handler than most and could accurately judge the space required to store any container. In this case, the containers were people. Families displaced, meagre possessions gathered in holdalls and suitcases; valuables squashed amidst clothing; toys clutched in tiny hands. Paige was good with the families and especially good with the children. She spoke to them at their level, telling them it would be alright, and they had nothing to fear. With smiles her reward, she settled each family into the cargo bay as best she could, dispensing water and blankets. 

Outside, Hex opened the container unit when Serena’s message came through. Jack appeared with the final batches, and they stood to one side to discuss the news- some of the refugees might have scratches that would turn them in the course of time. They might lock over two hundred people inside the cargo module only to open the doors at the other end to a blood splattered panorama of death and madness. 

“There’s only one thing for it,” said Hex, characteristically direct as only an engineer can be. He checked the action on his shotgun and touched the remote control to seal the cargo bay- now the only way into the Sirocco was closed to the refugees, and the cargo unit their only source of salvation. 


“We’re not going to make this many strip for a body inspection!” Jack complained, not knowing if he was horrified by the act or turned on by the prospect of ten or so twenty-something women getting naked.


“You tell them” Hex passed the buck. Good at making the logical decisions, he didn’t relate to people so chose to let Jack handle the human side. “You’ve never had a problem persuading women to take their clothes off…”


“Most of them tend to put clothes on when I try to be enticing…” Jack answered.

“And here’s me thinking you were the great lover…” Hex observed as Jack singled out three mothers and called them forward. “What are you doing?” asked Hex.


“A woman will be undressed before a woman before she is undressed before a man” Jack explained. “With most men, it’s the other way round. Get the women on side and the men will follow. Bravado won’t let them refuse a course of action if it makes them look weak before the girls. We get the mothers on side first by playing to their maternal instincts. Chaos threatens their children- they aren’t going to risk spending fifteen hours in here with someone about to devour their offspring.”

He turned and led the three women inside the cargo unit to begin his pitch. Jack played the regretful medic, concerned for the wellbeing of the refugees; he soon had all three women eating out of his hand, discarding clothing so they could check each other over for bites or scratches. 

Soon after, Hex called Paige outside to equip some of the women with handguns from the Sirocco’s armoury. She emerged with a holdall of pistols and approached the cargo unit, but stifled a cry upon entering and pulled back. 

“What’s up?” Hex asked.


“It’s…” she fought for the words. Hex glance inside the container then shrugged. 


“Captain said some of the refugees had scratches and turned on the way here. We’ve got to check out the rest.”

“Uh-huh?” Paige didn’t look convinced.


“So Jack developed a way to persuade them to take their clothes off” Hex continued. “He reckoned if he got the mothers on side first, the rest would follow suit. He said everyone would have to be treated the same for this to work.”

“That doesn’t explain…” Paige fought for words again, deciding whether to laugh or feel disgusted. 


“Trust him,” said Hex, “Jack knows what he’s doing…”


“Are they the guns? Fantastic!” said an enthusiastic but naked Jackon Brenner as he padded from the cargo unit. Paige covered her mouth to avoid laughing and turned to one side. Hex merely raised an eyebrow.


“What?” Jack asked them. “It’s one rule for everyone…” he leant in close behind Paige, who giggled behind her hand. “I should have called you to the cargo unit with the guns. That way, you’d have had to demonstrate your willingness for fair treatment too -ow!”


Paige pressed her boot down on his foot as she stormed off in mock disgust. Jack took the weapons bag as he hopped on the spot. 


“There was no need for that! Did you see that? She deliberately attacked me!” he complained.


“I’d say she lost her balance” drawled Hex, moving to the crowd who anxiously waited. “Next family please, go inside, remove all clothing and submit to a body check. Parents can do their own children, adults by our medic and the women in attendance…”


From the near distance at the foot of the settlement, a boom of an explosion came from the killing ground. The crowd unsettled, and Hex raised his voice over their fear. “Calm down! The sooner we get everyone inside and checked the better. Let’s speed this up, ladies and gentlemen!”


At the killing ground, the first claymore detonated with a wave of ball bearings into the infected sprinting up the slope, sliding on the soft earth. A second detonation killed more, then a third, and a fourth. The defenders lay on the watching rooftops while the ground at the top of the killing slope had been walled off by sandbags. Behind the barrier stood Carmen, Serena, DeWolff, Grant, and half a dozen defenders. 

“Single shot, take the stragglers!” shouted DeWolff, capping one infected in the head. A defender alongside baulked and held his fire at the sight of an infected man scrambling up the slope. 

“I know that guy! I worked with him…”

“Not anymore,” said DeWolff, shooting another.

“I can’t kill them…” said the defender, pulling his weapon up. DeWolff killed the third straggler while Grant fired the fifth claymore into the next wave, tearing bodies apart in the carnage inflicted by thousands of projectiles pouring into the mass of bodies fighting up the killing slope. The climbing straggler came closer until a round from Serena took the back of his head off, and he fell sideways onto the dirt to lie still.

“You’re bringing them release,” said DeWolff. “This isn’t killing. This is mercy. They’re not human anymore, and they won’t stop until they’ve torn the flesh from your bones; but if you can’t fight, get to the ship. I understand if you can’t…”

The sixth claymore followed soon after and the horde approaching the Savannah began to thin. Serena stopped Grant from firing, and the engineer joined the fight with aimed single rounds. Above them, Denton’s defenders continued to deplete the numbers of the infected. Carmen held off, rubbing her arm until Grant aimed single rounds down the slope, finishing off any possible threat. 


“You okay?” he asked, pausing between shots.


“Yeah” she lied, “they just freak me out…”


In the Sirocco Bridge, Hex locked the door behind him and checked the sensor readouts. A black four-wheeled drive was approaching from the city bearing three life signs- more refugees, fleeing before a second horde of infected sighted twenty minutes from the settlement. In orbit, two League vessels were docked with Poise station, every vessel capable of leaving the world was fleeing, and only half the fighters from the 315th Squadron were returning. 

Hex checked his readings again- why would fighter craft be missing? Someone on the world was firing back, protecting their presence with defences that included surface to air missiles. Who and why were irrelevant to Hex, but then he commenced a broad scan of all vessels and picked up something that turned his stomach. High in orbit, two more League ships had arrived. They were locked in a rotating orbit designed to cover the upper altitudes with neutron mines. Hex knew every ship and anti-ship device on the market- and especially these by design. With a horrible certainty of what they were doing, he hit the comms. 


“The League are sealing this world shut. We’ve got about an hour before any chance to escape dies, and us shortly after…”


Serena kicked Vivien’s front door open and walked straight up the stairs to find her old shipmate alone in bed. Vivien opened her eyes weakly as Serena stood with an assault carbine casually in her hands and death riding on her shoulder.

“What were you doing here?” she asked. Vivien stared back, calmly. “Where’s Gary?”


“I would have thought that would be obvious” Vivien answered. “He’s gone. I sent him to live…” her voice stalled as Serena fired a single round into the pillow beside her head, making her flinch as feathers floated through the air. 


“Someone is protecting their interest in this world” Serena angled the carbine across Vivien’s face. “The League knows and they’re closing us in. Neutron mines are being laid in high orbit, waiting to take out any vessel attempting to escape. They’re going to shut the door on this world and throw away the key…just as they did to Westmoreland.”

“I don’t know anything about it…” Vivien began as Serena fired the second round to the other side of her pillow. 


“The League just lost half their fighters to ground-to-air defences. Whoever fired on them didn’t want the League interfering, and I’ll bet you two know something about it. You always had your ear to the ground for a deal- you both settled here for a reason, didn’t you? What did you do with your cut from the diamond depository?”


“What cut?” Vivien spat, “Devlin spent most of it on the ship, and what he didn’t devote to the Sierra, he dedicated to buying you the Sirocco! He promised us a fair cut but once he’d finished spending his money. What did you do with your share?”


“I’m living in it- flying it; The Sirocco was supposed to be my share” Serena didn’t know why she was defending her estranged husband. “It bought me my freedom. From rules, from my father, from Devlin…”


“…From your past?” asked Vivien. “You can’t run from who you are, Serena.”

“We can’t run from our past, but we can change our future” Serena changed her aim again- this time Vivien knew there would be no more second chances. “Last time I’m going to ask. Where’s Gary? What’s he up to?”


“Kill me and you’ll never find out. I’ll not see sunset so I’ve nothing to lose, but Gary has everything to live for. Help him and I’ll cut you in…” said Vivien, “We came across a deal. A very lucrative one…”


“I don’t care about money” Serena answered. 


“Don’t lie to me!” Vivien hissed, “of course you care! Remember the Sierra? Westmoreland? Devlin hung a rock around your neck, and your face lit up…”


“Don’t confuse then from now” Serena listened- gunfire came from the killing ridge. Sporadic single rounds that meant DeWolff and the others were picking off stragglers in advance of the second wave. 

“That’s why you came here, wasn’t it?” goaded Vivien. “You heard about our operation. Wanted a cut? What’s the matter? Did the great Serena want another rock to wear around her throat?”


“I came to find Devlin. I thought you, or more likely Gary, might know where he is” Serena answered. 


“What do you want with your husband?” asked Vivien. Serena pulled a chip out of her pocket and showed her. The chip disappeared just as quickly.


“When I get him to sign this, I won’t be anymore…”


“You want a divorce?” Vivien started to smile, then laugh, until coughing with the pain robbed her of the pleasure. “I thought you came here to muscle in on our operation…”


“There won’t be much of an operation left one hour from now” Serena warned.


“That suits his purpose. The sooner the League seal off this world the better” Vivien smiled.


“Why? He’ll be trapped here?”


“The neutron mines will stop anyone interfering- until he is ready to leave,” said Vivien. “Everyone will believe he’s died in the outbreak. When the dust clears, he’ll be able to start again. The way we should have after Westmoreland…”

“He’s deluded” Serena shook her head in disgust- even at the end of her life, Vivien still fought for one more score, one more deal to make her husband rich beyond his dreams. “This colony’s about to become a tomb...” Serena warned.


“For me, it already is” smiled Vivien. “And you’re in it…”


“Not me. I came here to save lives” Serena turned to leave, followed by the mocking laughter turned to bitter coughing from the death bed.


“How would finding Devlin save any lives?” Vivien called.

“Divorcing him would save mine…” 


At the killing ridge, the second wave hit in strength, climbing on hands and knees towards the defenders who held their fire until the last possible moment. Grant discharged the seventh claymore, disintegrating the front two rows before single aimed rounds cut into the rest. DeWolff moved between the defenders on the rooftops and the barricade shouting encouragement as he killed with deadly precision. 

Over a hundred refugees were packed into the cargo haulage container beneath the Sirocco as Carmen returned to the ship, Jack emerged fully dressed as Hex emerged from the cargo bay doors. Paige returned from the nearest ridge behind the ship with three refugees- a tall, nervous man and two barefoot children with rucksacks. 
“More stragglers?” asked Jack. Paige nodded, holding the children’s hands and leading them towards the ramp. 

“They’re from an orphanage,” she said. “This is Sparrow” she indicated the girl, a smart ten-year-old girl with wise eyes that had seen too much horror that day. Sparrow held Paige’s hand as if about to break, finding comfort in an adult who would deliver them from hell. The boy looked calmer, almost as if he wasn’t concerned to which Jack raised an eyebrow. “This is Cougar” Paige explained, lowering her voice. “He’s autistic. Sparrow played a game of hide and seek with him today…”

“Smart girl” Jack smiled at her. Sparrow stared back at him, then whipped around at the gunfire from the ridge and shrunk closer to Paige. The tall man behind them paled. Paige saw him and gestured to go aboard.

“This is Phillip- he…joined their game” Paige explained.

“…Only when all the other adults joined in too!” said Cougar, excitedly. “They started chasing us, but Phillip drove us away. Do you think he cheated in helping us? Bird and I were supposed to escape on our own!”
“Bird?” asked Jack. Paige explained with a whisper- Cougar called her bird when he was younger before he could say ‘sparrow’. They had endured more than they ever should. Every refugee had, and the children had shown remarkable resilience in doing whatever they had to do to survive.

“That’s the rules,” said Paige, picking Cougar up in her arms “adults are allowed to help sometimes. Just like we’re helping you now, aren’t we?”
“I suppose…” Cougar seemed happy, and Paige started moving them deliberately towards the ramp.

“We’ll get you aboard,” said Paige, “and then I’ll see what I can get for you to do. What do you like doing?”

“I like to write,” said Cougar, “I like poems.”
“…At your age? I couldn’t write a poem to save my life!” said Paige, “could you write me a poem?”

“Defences are holding” reported Carmen as they disappeared up the ramp, “Captain wants the ship powered up.”

“We’ve not got long” agreed Hex, “less than a half hour before the network of mines goes active.”

“Can we delay it?” Jack asked, keeping his voice quiet to avoid scaring the refugees.


“I can buy us five or ten minutes if I scramble the connection and force a reset of the network,” said Hex, but for that, I’m going to need to hack into the League frequencies. It’ll take time over our comms system. As soon as I link with the mines, they’ll recognise the transponder code as coming from an independent vessel and not an authorised League source.”

“Is it faster with a League transmitter?” Jack asked, eyes travelling upwards. 


“You get through the first two layers of security immediately. With an authorised League transmitter, I could run the hack in less than fifteen minutes” said Hex, “but I don’t know where we’re going to get a transmitter from…”

“How about the tower?” asked Jack. They followed his gaze upwards to the communications tower that cast a long spike shadow across the settlement.


“Outstanding…” said Hex. 


“Get to it. I’ll be on the bridge” said Carmen, covering her arm and running up the ramp. Hex ran as Jack hurried after Carmen. He caught up with her in the corridors near the bridge near refugee families in store rooms.


“Carmen, you look distracted…” he caught hold of her arm as she pulled violently away, returning a feral glare. He caught a momentary sight of her scratch as she hid it behind her back.


“Don’t…” she warned, in no mood for his games.


“Carmen…” he said, taking hold of her forearm and pushing her sleeve back. He stared at the angry scratch, and she looked at his face for some sign of mockery. For once, the humour fled- no more jibes or innuendo. Jack became the serious man his parents wanted him to be.


“When did this happen?” he asked, leaving her in no doubt as to his diagnosis. 


“I was picking up the refugees on the savannah” she deflated, leaning against a wall. They spoke in low tones- too many refugees were nearby. “They realised some of them were turning in their midst. They pulled me out of the cabin, and one scratched me by accident- whoever did must have been infected…”


“Carmen… I’m sorry” was all Jack could say. She smiled at him. 


“Still want to get me into bed?” 


“Not…” he began to say, but she laughed instead, playing with his emotions. 


“…Of course not” she smiled. “I don’t know how long I have, and we need to get underway. Captain’s busy, so you can do me the honour of not telling her. She doesn’t need this right now.”

“What about you?” Jack folded his arms- he had a feeling where this was going.


“I have to run pre-flight checks and get the Sirocco underway. If Serena gets back in time, she can take over for me on the bridge. Until then, I only want you and me in there.”

“I think you’re a little beyond my help…” began Jack.


“Not entirely,” she said. “There’s one more service you can do me when my time runs out.”

Serena rejoined the defence as Grant blew the last Claymore charges, buying them some time but not much. She stepped up to the defence and fired over the sandbag wall, killing the nearest infected who added to the sickening death toll sprawled in the dirt. Serena picked her targets carefully- she was on her final magazine and spared her shots for double kills. 

“Get to the ship!” DeWolff yelled to the rooftop defenders who needed no second urging. For each they killed, more came behind and the first infected managed to reach the wall. A defender shot an infected in the throat, the wound spraying blood in an arc. The defender stumbled back with eyes full of infected blood and by the time he cleared his eyes Grant turned and shot him in the head. 


The rooftop defenders were running in full retreat now as DeWolff reached his last magazine, loading the first round and continuing to fire. 


“Last one!” he shouted, also looking for the right moment to retreat. He wouldn’t leave Serena to face the horde alone, but she showed no sign of abandoning the sandbag wall. The last infected in the current wave died when it jumped over the barricade and scratched the face of a defender. DeWolff pulled the infected off and threw it back over the wall before Grant shot it, the slide locking back on his empty magazine. 


“Last one here too!” shouted Grant as he reloaded. Serena covered the scratched defender who felt his throbbing injury and shook his head. 


“You might as well get out of here,” he said, checking his weapon and stepping up to the wall. 


“…You sure?” Serena asked.


“Go for it,” said the man. “Tell my wife I’ll be along shortly…”

Serena nodded, DeWolff shook the man’s hand, and the defenders abandoned the wall. They met Hex nearby on his way to the tower. 


“What’s up?” asked DeWolff as their engineer came to a breathless halt beside them.


“I can buy us more time” Hex panted, “from the comms tower.”

“Go for it” Serena ordered. “Third wave will be along in a minute. I’m going to pay one last visit to an old friend…”


In the Sirocco Bridge, Carmen laboured for breath as she completed the pre-flight checks and began to warm up the engines. Jack sat nearby with a loaded pistol in his hand. 

“I’m not dead yet, Jack,” she said, her eyes starting to swim under the effects of the Chaos virus. 


“Always told me you were an angry young woman…” he tried to make light, to find something to ease the pain.


“Today, you get to prove yourself right” grinned Carmen, though the smile faded quickly to be replaced by anger. “Damn it… I’m getting angry. This isn’t me at all.”

At the loading ramp, Paige locked the cargo unit shut and confirmed the life support was working for the two hundred people inside. They had all been undressed, examined, and passed as non-infected. Paige ran up the loading ramp into the full cargo bay as a score of defenders ran past her, followed by Grant who hurried past on his way to the engine room. DeWolff followed and stood by the cargo bay loading doors with his carbine held in his hands. 


“Where’s the Captain?” asked Paige.


“Visiting…” DeWolff watched back to the settlement where he could see Hex climbing the ladder on the side of the comms tower, and on the sandbag wall, a lone defender sat waiting for the third wave that approached en mass; inexorable, relentless- and over three hundred strong. 


Serena stood at the foot of Vivien’s bed. Her former crewmate and partner in crime lay with closed eyes, breathing ragged as the body fought for each moment of life. It seemed strange; outside the world had turned into a living hell. Gentle people infected with a plague that turned them into grotesque parodies of bestiality, and yet here, amidst the dead, one woman fought off the inexorable progress of her life towards the moment she must finally release her soul. 

“Why…did you…come back?” Vivien did not open her eyes. 


“To say goodbye,” Serena unloaded her pack on the bed and removed a remote detonator. “We’re leaving,” she said.


“Not…if Gary…has anything…to…”


“He can’t stop us” Serena watched her face for a lie. She knew more than she was telling, and Serena waited- analysing her, discerning if Vivien was bluffing, or believed her warning. “Why would he want to?”


“You…can…bear witness…he lives…”


“I couldn’t care less if he lives or dies. If he’s fled, let him take his chance with the infected!” Serena answered, coming forward to slide four thin, flat squares under Vivien’s mattress at the corners. She turned on a receiver on each and stepped back. Vivien opened her eyes enough to see.

“What…is….that?”


“Your release from being devoured, should they get in here” Serena explained. “They’re sufficient to take this room, if not the top floor of the house” Serena placed a detonator in Vivien’s hand. “Flick the safety off, and press the button underneath. I’ve set it for minimal pressure.”

“What’s…to stop….me killing you?”


“It doesn’t arm until I decide” Serena showed her a transmitter. “This arms your detonator.”

“I…taught you…too well….” 


“You taught me things you never realised” Serena smiled. “How to care for a crew like a family, how to save a life…” Vivien coughed and her eyes closed. Her breath was failing now, and her life measured in minutes. Serena gazed down upon what once was a powerful friend and treacherous crewmate with some sadness. “…and how to do the right thing” she finished. 


Gunfire reached her ears- the third wave had begun.

Serena left the house as the wall fell. Infected were in the settlement and spreading to find any source of food they could. On Serena’s instigation the inhabitants of Breaker Ridge had left all their food out in the street, and the infected began to devour anything in reach, distracting them from cutting off her escape. The wall was halfway between Vivien’s house and the ship, which meant that the infected would quickly block her way. Without a second to spare Serena began to run through the abandoned detritus of a population in flight. One infected stumbled towards her, and she shot it in the head. A second fell to her aim and, as the numbers converged upon the shooting, she commenced her running battle. 
Through the buildings she weaved, always fighting to stay one step ahead. Those to the side and behind she ignored, those ahead she killed without a second thought. Seventeen rounds went out, thirteen to go. Two more blocked her path, and one round took both. Avoiding a cluster, she went high, kicking open a door to a house and sprinting up the stairs, through a child’s bedroom and out onto the roof. The vista of the settlement spread out before her, and she could see the infected closing towards the ship. In the cargo bay door, DeWolff and Paige were watching, some distance away. 
“Keep coming, Captain” Paige’s voice was nervous over comms. They could all see the infected blocking off her escape. Serena speed counted the numbers- too many to fight, and only twelve rounds left in her carbine. 
“Shouldn’t have wasted two on the pillow” she muttered, not realising she was broadcasting.

“Say again?” Paige came back.

“…Never mind. Get the Sirocco in the air…” Serena began until Carmen’s voice cut across.

“We’re not leaving you, Captain” she sounded ill, voice fighting to stay normal. 

“Captain’s prerogative” she answered, noting Carmen’s voice. “If I told you to leave me, that’s what you’d have to do” Serena looked up to where Hex had reached the top of the external ladder that scaled the communications tower and now disappeared inside the tulip shaped building some two hundred metres off the floor. “However, since we need Hex as well, take off and hover at the comms tower. I’ll join him, and we can get evac’ from there.”
Infected were gathering at her building, and some entered. It would only be a matter of time before they found their way to the roof. For a moment Serena stepped back and judged the distance, then her limbs propelled her into a standing sprint, launching across the gap to another roof. Her destination no longer the ship, she went to the tower. Roof to roof and onto balconies, she began her aerial flight.

In the Sirocco, Carmen was weakening.

“Jack…” Carmen sounded scared as she lifted the Sirocco from the ground in a blast of thruster engines. Dust clouds obscured the settlement as they rose in the sunlit day. Jack moved his gun into position, aimed for a clear shot. “You’d better get DeWolff up here…” 

Jack relayed the order as he felt the ship tremble- Carmen was having trouble keeping it steady. “You okay?” he asked, feeling helpless. He was made to be a doctor, created to save lives, and yet he had to sit and watch as one of his crew, his friends, someone he flirted with, cajoled and teased, insulted and connived with, deteriorated before his eyes.
“I don’t want to go,” she said, starting to cry as emotions dancing between sorrow and rage, “I’ve got so much left to do!” Jack was at her side in a second, arm round her shoulder. She didn’t look at him, focussing on the instruments and keeping the ship steady. “You shouldn’t get so close” she warned, “I might bite…”

“I bet you say that to all the boys” Jack held her, measuring her life in seconds before the descent into madness. “Give it a few minutes,” he said, trying to think of something, anything appropriate to say. “You’ve always been strong. Just a little longer, then you can rest.”
“Serena broke her rule with me” Carmen sniffed. “She said she’d never sleep with the crew. But she fell in love with me…”

“She broke her rule with me too, but that was just to shut me up” Jack joined, drawing an involuntary laugh from Carmen’s drying lips. Her skin looked grey and dehydrated, the veins standing out as Chaos fought her immune system, winning step by step.
“I remember” Carmen waggled her little finger in imitation of the Captain when she had emerged from her bedroom only months before. Jack grimaced. “You’re doing fine,” he crooned, bedside manner failing him at the end of her life.

“No…,” she said, “I’m not. What the…?” a light displayed on her panel- someone was opening the top side hatch behind the Bridge. 

“Must be DeWolff getting ready to rescue the others?” said Jack.

“I was going to use the cargo bay ramp for that” Carmen looked to the door, and Jack left her to investigate. He opened the bridge door and saw a refugee with a slung rifle, standing on the ladder.

“Excuse me, but what do you think you are doing?” he asked. Gary didn’t answer- he drew a pistol and fired, taking Jack in the shoulder and spinning him to the floor. 
“DeWolff!” shouted Carmen as she fired the stabilising thrusters and leapt from her seat. Gary was already up and opening the top hatch, climbing into daylight and onto the roof of the ship. Carmen crouched by Jack, fighting the growing rage inside, escalated by the pathogen. She could smell his blood, his flesh, the muscle, and it felt good.
“Get back to the controls,” said Jack, painfully.

“There’s no time” she snarled, “I’m turning. I have to get as far from you as I can, and stop whatever he’s doing!”
Serena reached the nearest building to the communications tower and started to put rounds down, killing the nearest infected. Eight shots later and the path lay clear. She leapt down and began to run as infected stumbled towards her, threatening to cut off her line of escape. With four shots left, she angled her run, adrenaline pushing her to greater speed than usually possible. Hurdling suitcases discarded in someone’s panic, she landed and fired from the hip into an infected, dodged a second, shot a third from the shoulder, and weaved away from more who clawed at her. In the thick of them now, Serena had to run away from the tower to circle round her slower moving enemies, clawed hands outstretched and mouths salivating. Two more remained in her path as she neared the tower. Serena shot one woman in the chest- she had one left.
Baker stood in her way. The colony administrator who tried to commandeer the Sirocco now advanced on her. The reason for his fear now became evident- he was hiding a scratch from an earlier encounter with the infected. He salivated, eyes hungry with rage as he closed the gap. 

“Sorry” Serena didn’t mean it, but she needed to reach the tower quickly. Her rifle raised, and the final round cracked his skull like a melon. Hands grabbed for her rear, and she spun to face two who closed on her- the first she struck with the butt of her carbine, crushing its skull. The second she ducked as she avoided its grasp, looped the strap of the weapon around its neck, then twisted and snapped the spine. 
“Definitely, should have left the pillows alone…” she thought, leaping onto a packing crate, scrambling onto a small roof, vaulting onto a higher roof of a building, and sprinting along its length to jump across a gathering crowd of outstretched hands…and land on the steel ladder that scaled the tower. She began to climb- arms and legs pumping, ascending at a steady rate with heart pumping blood through her arteries as the infected followed more slowly- always more slowly.

Gary balanced in a crouch on the topside of the Sirocco with a rifle and saw Hex. At this height, there was a crosswind that made movement difficult and the ship drifted as DeWolff tried to correct the sway. The top of the tower had one small building shaped like a flower. A broad lower level supported a small upper room, with external railed balconies encircling both. Hex looked up from his work and saw Gary aim at him, just before he ducked out of sight, and automatic fire shattered windows and sparked off instrument panels. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Hex yelled. He was trying to buy them all time to escape, and Gary wanted to stop him. Did he want everyone to die?


Gary switched position as the Sirocco veered under stabilising thrusters towards the tower. Gary caught a movement out of the corner of his eye and turned- just as Carmen launched herself into him. Gary’s rifle flew out of his hands, and he rolled end over end with the pilot, each towards the edge of the ship. Gary flailed his arm for purchase and failed, flying off the side to crash into the roof of the tower and finish his descent on the top most walkway. Carmen held onto the side and stayed her fall. The ship came under control as she looked down over the dizzying drop- the tower just beneath her and two hundred metres beneath, the compound of Breaker Ridge. She saw Serena, arms and legs pumping as she climbed the steel ladder of the tower, pursued by much slower infected. Serena was most of the way up and would be at the top in seconds. She saw Gary lie stunned from his fall, alive but barely moving. 


“Carmen!” Paige shouted from above. Carmen looked up into Paige’s worried face; hand outstretched to take her weight. “DeWolff’s on the controls and Jack’s been shot…” Paige’s voice trailed off as she looked into the madness of Carmen’s eyes. The vision cleared, and she became Carmen again- still in control but not for long.


“I can’t…” Carmen shouted, looking up at the young girl above her and suddenly feeling guilty. Carmen never got on with Paige- the cargo handler was an innocent. Insecure, nervous and naive, Paige was everything Carmen was not. Carmen liked to have the best and newest of everything, but Paige loved the old and the familiar. Her jumpsuit was faded, her boots worn and well loved even though Paige slipped all the time on the cargo bay ramp, while Carmen’s clothing was new, the colours bright, named brands against cast offs. They never bonded, never made friends, but at that moment at the end of Carmen’s sanity, she wished for nothing more than to stave the inevitable- to seize anything and keep hold of life. Carmen would have spent all day talking to Paige if only she had the time.

She hated herself for two years she had devoted to the crew and never once had she sat down with her crewmates and found out about them. She knew bare details about each- she knew that DeWolff liked to play black at chess because he wanted to see the other person make the first move. She knew Grant drove himself to achieve impossible goals because he was obsessed with perfection. She was aware Hex couldn’t deal with the mundane issues of daily life. Give him a problem to solve, and Hex wouldn’t stop until he had the answer. She knew Jack portrayed himself as a ladies man; Serena used Sex to get what she wanted, and for all the fact that Paige cooked, cleaned, washed their clothes and kept the cargo in order, the young cargo hand enjoyed it for no other reason than she liked to take care of people. 

All this knowledge wasn’t enough. She was slipping from reality, losing control of her mind, and the last thing she could do was risk any one of them. 


“Give me your hand!” Paige shouted, ignoring the tell tale signs and choosing to believe she could save Carmen’s life.


“You have to let me go, Paige!” Carmen shouted back. “Tell Serena I… tell her….” she couldn’t finish the sentence. Carmen did not know what she wanted Serena to know. Did she love her? Would she miss her? Carmen would never know the adventures this crew would go on to have. She would miss the laughter, the tears, the friendship- she would miss growing old. 


But the alternative, to descend into madness and know that in her last moments she killed the very people who took her in and gave her the closest thing she would know to a family was a fate worse than death. Carmen could not accept that fate. She turned on her failing hand hold and caught sight of Serena near the top of the ladder. Her Captain paused as she saw Carmen’s sleeve pulled back to reveal the angry red scratch. In an instant, Serena’s face fell. She thought four steps ahead of the greatest minds, but she could not predict, nor prevent this moment. The crew’s safety was her prerogative. Her lover’s life was her joy. Serena had brought them here to save lives, and now she faced the opposite as fate played its cards and claimed one of her own. Powerless, helpless, seconds stretching in time ached slowly by as Serena could do nothing but stand on the ladder, could look nowhere else but at the pain in Carmen’s eyes. The planning, the control, all faded from her eyes, leaving grief and tears unbidden. At that moment they connected one last time- the Captain and the pilot. Lovers for two years, allies, friends.

Carmen’s gaze faded to madness and she convulsed, casting angry eyes at Serena who quietly leaked a solitary tear, coursing through the grime on her face. Less than ten metres separated them but for the drop, it could have been an eternity. Carmen closed her eyes and with a last effort of will, held onto her mind for a final time. Carmen opened with a look of regret, love, and sadness to match Serena’s silent grief. 


Then Carmen winked, and smiled through her tears, and she mouthed the words closest to her heart.


“I love you,” Carmen said, and let go of the Sirocco.  


She fell, missing the tower and dropping into oblivion. The two hundred metre fall onto hard ground ended her life and any chance of infecting her crew.

Serena descended into silence. Despite the growling of the horde that scaled the ladder beneath her, the roar of the engines and Paige screaming Carmen’s name from the Sirocco, Serena hung on the ladder and watched her lover’s fall. Seconds passed, yet stood still in that moment of loss. Empty. Gone. Finished. She was bred to the perfect human. She could out think, out fight or outrun anyone. She had abilities far beyond the human norm- but now stood powerless on the ladder, barely metres beneath the communications tower platforms. This day had a plan. Land on Breaker Ridge, save the people, find Vivien, discover where Devlin was and get her crew out safely. Carmen wasn’t supposed to die- yet she lay motionless beneath them. Paige was still yelling; her words almost lost in the wind. Serena brushed raven locks from her eyes as the wind blew long hair past her face like smoke from a fire, cleared with a careless hand. She didn’t want to know, didn’t want to listen. This moment should have been something else.

“…Captain!” Paige screamed as Gary rose from the platform and aimed at the cargo hand. Paige stood, balanced on the edge of the Sirocco less than five yards from the rifle that would take her life. Serena gazed upwards, saw the threat, and from her heart stirred a rage. Gary had been altered too, but not as much as Serena. He prided himself on being able to out-think his opponents, but his mind lay clouded by grief for his wife and the desire to kill. In that moment, Paige beat him with the oldest trick in the book. She looked behind him and let her face drop open with shock. As Gary turned expecting an infected somehow, unexplainably at the top of the tower, Paige darted out of his sight and scurried across the ship’s roof to the hatch. Gary cursed and spun back to the ladder, unleashing a burst of automatic fire into Serena’s body. The bullets sparked off the ladder, tore through the air- but Serena had moved on. 


He looked up at the Sirocco moving around them, gyrating with its nose towards the tower and saw the underside turret swivel to point at him. They wouldn’t fire- they might hit their precious Captain.

Gary opened the door to the top level and entered, denying the clear shot from the Sirocco and searching the large room below. Inside the tower, two circular floors lay open to each other with a walkway around the top and stairs curling down the centre. From his door, Gary circled the walkway looking for Serena- but he only found Hex in the midst of his programming. 


“Step away from the controls!” Gary shouted, aiming the rifle. Hex glanced round at him, incredulous.


“Why? If I don’t do this, the neutron mines form a field around the world and any ship trying to escape will be disabled!”


“The field isn’t meant to keep people in” Gary snarled, “It's supposed to keep people out!”


“What are you hiding?” Hex asked, holding his hand over the control that would send the command signal. 


“Something worth dying for,” said Gary, “now get away from my controls!”


“…Your controls? Are you the comms tech here? The name on the system says Gary Reynolds- I take it that’s you?” Hex asked. “It’s funny because I interrogated the system while I was preparing the reset for the satellites. It seems someone used your access codes to send a series of messages from this comms tower, via the orbital relay…”


“So?” asked Gary- troubled that someone like this overweight, maroon-clad engineer could figure out his plans.


“The messages were more like…guidance beacons” continued Hex. “The sort of thing you send out to guide a missing ship home. The messages ran for months, culminating only yesterday. About the first time, the comms log reports messages of ships landing on autopilot all over this world and disgorging infected in the hundreds.”

Gary rolled his neck, uncomfortable. This man knew everything.

“You guided the infected ships in, didn’t you?” asked Hex. “The question is why? Why would someone want to kill twelve million people and stop any chance of escape or rescue- because he knew in the event of an infection the League would mine close orbital and seal off the world. As days went by, the population would turn infected, people would fail to show up for work, and days or weeks later power plants would start to fail. When the power plants failed…”

“That’s enough!” Gary commanded, finger white on the trigger. Hex gazed calmly at him, oblivious to the threat. Hex knew little of Serena’s past but knew enough of Serena’s abilities. 
“Before you kill me,” he said, “there’s one thing you should be aware…”


“And that is?” Gary aimed down the sight at the heart. 


“Serena’s right behind you” Hex answered. Gary started to smile, then to laugh, and his finger tightened on the trigger. 


“I’ve been caught out by that lie just now. A red haired girl on your ship just got the better of me- I’ll not believe it again…” Gary would kill this man first, then Serena, then stop whatever this man was doing. The neutron mines in orbit would disable any vessel that tried to escape, and everyone on board will die. There wouldn’t be a person left alive to prove he was alive. He had covered his tracks well enough.

“…Idiot!” Serena swung in through the open door and kicked him off the balcony. “Send the reset and get to the ship! DeWolff, bring the Sirocco in to take us off!”

Serena drew her pistol as Hex sent the command and grabbed his shotgun. He sped out the door to the lower balcony and saw the first infected climbing, eager for blood. Hex fired instinctively, destroying the face and pitching the feral creature into descent before he shouted back through the open doorway. 


“Serena! We’ve got company!”


Vivien’s breath laboured as her front door creaked open. Footsteps ravaged through her house, bestial growls of the infected searching for food. While some pulled open the fridge, a heavy set of boots climbed the stairs, sniffing, searching. He had been a man once. A heavyset engineer in overalls streaked with blood and mouth stained from those he had already killed. He smelled meat and staggered forwards, eyeing her in the bed.


Vivien smiled at him. There was little else she could do. Whether by accident, connection, or instinct, the once was engineer smiled back.

Far beneath the tower, the Reynolds house erupted in an explosion that sent debris and infected flying in all directions. Hex noted as he crouched in the rising crosswind that threatened to pitch the unwary from the balcony. Already, two infected had fallen from the ladder they scaled, though the nearest was only seconds away.

In the Sirocco, DeWolff worked the flight controls while Grant bandaged Jack, causing more pain than he was easing. Paige locked the upper hatch shut and came forward to stare through the bridge windows at the infected scaling the ladder and the bodies that fell off in parabolic arcs to the ground. 


“Can’t you take out the ladder?” she asked, watching Hex retreat around the side of the lower gantry, waving at them.


“It’s too close to the tower. If I missed, we’d sever the structure, and it falls!” said DeWolff, “what’s more, I can’t get underneath the gantry- going to have to be the side airlock.”

“Cargo bay door’s got a net and a ramp,” said Paige, “It’s a bigger area for the Captain to jump onto. Take us higher and drop the Sirocco. We need the tower between the cargo unit and the forward section. When you’re in position, back us up!” she sprinted from the bridge as Jack yelped in pain.


“Careful!” he protested.


“Oh shut up!” snapped Grant, “I’m better at putting these things into people than taking them out!”


 In the tower, Serena glanced through the open lower door to the ladder where Hex shot the next infected to appear. She looked for Gary as a burst of automatic fire sparked off her balcony and made her duck back. There was nowhere for her to dodge- the grill floor of the gallery revealed her location and Serena could discern Gary lying on his back as bullets riddled the steel beneath her boots. She made the doorway and dived through the opening back to the outside gantry. Beneath her on the lower gantry, Hex waited as the Sirocco turned away and slowly backed up. The manoeuvre would take accuracy beyond most pilots, as the cargo bay lay on the lowest deck of the forward section. DeWolff would have to lower the rear section and cargo module containing the refugees behind the tower, and place the forward section in front of the tower, straddling the top while maintaining position. 

“This is Serena. Who’s flying my ship?” Serena asked into her comms.


“Bit… busy, Captain” DeWolff answered through clenched teeth.


“You’d better not scratch the paintwork or it’s coming out of your pay!” she retorted as Gary shot through the windows at Hex, who ducked. “DeWolff, what the hell are you doing?” she asked as the cargo bay came level with the lower of the external gantries. The Cargo bay doors opened, the ramp extended, and Paige appeared before a mass of nervous but interested refugees. The young girl stepped out on the angled ramp in the safety of a harness and slipped in the crosswind. She fell, caught onto a steel bar on the ramp, and pulled herself back up.

“Paige!” Serena stepped forward in a panic, momentarily revealing her position to Gary through an adjacent window. Bullets punched their way through the tower wall as Serena spun away and dropped to her front. 


On the ramp, Paige recovered and tried for another go. She could see Hex barely five metres away as the Sirocco swayed under thrusters not designed for such a precise application. Her hard soled work boots lost purchase again on the smooth metal surface, and Paige fell once more, tumbling to the extent of her safety sling with her legs flailing over the edge. Using anger to fight her fear, she twisted to face the ramp and began the long, slow haul back inside. Two refugees came to help, and she shouted them back.


“Stay inside! I’m on a sling, and you’re not!”


The refugees waited as she pulled herself up hand over hand, snarling obscenities at the smooth metal deck that denied her purchase. “First chance I get…I’m going to…coat this ramp…with a decent grip!”


On the tower, Hex jostled for position while he saw Paige climb back up the ramp to safety. The ship couldn’t get close enough for him to jump and he was painfully aware the time frame for escape was fading rapidly. Every time he readied himself to jump in the buffeting wind, shots came from inside that made him duck back. Worse still, the infected were still climbing the ladder, and a quick glance confirmed the next was near the top.


Serena found herself by the door again. She saw the Sirocco moving back and forth and side to side as DeWolff tried without success to get the ramp near enough to enable Hex to jump. Serena saw Paige’s frustration at losing her grip in the wind and smiled at the young girl’s answer- Paige climbed out of the wind, sat down, and began to unlace her boots. She wanted to purchase on the smooth ramp quickly, and the worn soles of Paige’s boots weren’t helping. Serena had no doubt that Paige would get rid of her socks and try to balance on the ramp again. 


To buy her crew more time, Serena switched tactics. Unable to get a clear shot, she moved around the tower and smashed a window. Gunfire riddled the superstructure, narrowly missing her. 


“Gary!” she called, “how are you going to get off this tower?”

“That’s my secret!” he returned. Serena judged his position, glanced at the next infected to climb the ladder and saw him shot off by Hex. 


“You bring the infected, kill everyone, and the power plants shut down- am I right?” she yelled, dodging more gunfire. She spaced her taunts- Serena had no intention of finding out when he was changing magazines because she wasn’t going to risk looking in for a shot. One mistake and her life would be over- and she had to stay alive for her crew. Each of them relied on her to guide them, lead and support them. From DeWolff who fought the cross winds to bring the cargo ramp close to the tower without killing them to Grant who practised field surgery on Jack. From Hex who waited for the chance to jump, and Paige who moved securely with the long pants of her flight suit pooled around bare feet onto the smooth steel ramp, waiting to help catch Hex’s leap. She made a promise to them all- even Carmen, whose body lay far below in the dirt.

“What happens when the power plants fail? The force fields go down; automated security goes down….” Serena had another flashback- her mind making connections with their shared past. “You’re after another depository…”


“Just like Westmoreland…” said Gary from behind her. He emerged from the upper gantry door and stood with his rifle in one hand while his other held onto the side of the tower. Beyond her, he could see Paige standing in the wind, holding onto the open ramp lift with one hand, the other extended towards Hex who made ready to jump. An infected came up the ladder, snarling- and at that moment DeWolff angled the ship to come within one metre of the lower gantry. 


Hex took his chance and leapt, crashing into Paige who grabbed him by the belt, wrapped legs around his torso and refused to let go until Hex fought for purchase on the ramp and found a hand hold. He let his shotgun go to use both hands as DeWolff started to pull away. Gary saw them leave and in a moment of vengeance, switched aim. Paige saw him align with them and without any idea what she was doing, drew Hex’s pistol from his shoulder holster, aimed, and fired. 


Bullets passed through the air. Sparks rattled off the cargo ramp as Hex dragged his overweight form upwards into the safety of the ship, stopping only to pull Paige after him. On the gantry, Paige’s shot hit the tower with a ricochet and distracted Gary enough for Serena to drive a kick straight back into his arms. The rifle flew from his hands, and he lost balance, grabbing Serena, they toppled over the safety rail and slid down the side of the tower to land painfully on the lower gantry. 

Brutality consumed them as Gary held Serena’s gun hand high while he drove blow after blow into her lungs. Serena countered with a knee between his legs, grabbed his head, and drove it into the side of the tower. She lost her pistol but didn’t need weapons to kill him now. Serena lost her mind to anger- they had come here to help people, and the act had cost the life of her pilot and lover. 


Inside the cargo bay, Grant sprinted down the stairs and fought his way through the crowd to where Paige and Hex stood to watch the fight. Hex had reclaimed his pistol and waited for an opening without success.


“More infected…” Grant observed, raising his carbine and taking two more off the top of the ladder with a short burst. 


“You missed one- he got inside the tower building” Paige commented. 


“Pardon me for being late!” said Grant testily, looking down at her. “You’re shorter…”


“Had to ditch the boots” she countered, wincing as Serena threw Gary off her and climbed to her feet. They saw their Captain search for her handgun as Gary drew a knife and made ready to throw. “Shoot him!” Paige urged.

Grant aimed and fired, rounds sparking off the gantry near to Gary and forcing him back out of sight. Serena looked at them- too far away for a jump, and more infected were rising. 


“DeWolff! Get us closer!” Paige shouted into the comms, deafening him with her volume. Wide-eyed with apprehension; she had seen her pilot die, and the thought of losing her Captain was too much to bear.


“If you’d all stop shouting, I’d be happy to oblige!” came DeWolff’s pained reply as the ship began to drift closer. 

“So tell me, Gary!” Serena yelled over the wind, “How were you going to get off this tower?”


On the far side of the tower, Gary didn’t answer. He had planned to leave on his scrambler bike, but if he were in the tower at the time, he had a contingency. Inside the tower, he had a powered glider ready for assembly, ready to take him away from the hordes. The glider would take him to a vehicle where enough rations had been stockpiled to keep him alive for two months while the power plants failed, and the depository became defenceless.


“Is this all because you wanted more than you got on Westmoreland?” Serena asked again, “Is this it? The world has to die because you got greedy? Vivien wasn’t supposed to die, was she? Cancer can be a cruel mistress…”


“How would you know?” Gary snapped, giving away his position. “You’re an Alpha! You’ll never get cancer! Never have organ failure! Never die of disease…”


“Pardon me if I don’t invite the infected to test that theory” Serena watched more infected coming. She saw her ship moving on the thrusters, drifting closer, then further, jostling for position all the time. She saw her crew in the cargo bay door- Grant with his carbine in his shoulder ready to shoot any target, Hex with a pistol, watching the gap ready to call the jump, Paige with eyes as wide as saucers, crouched in bare feet willing her Captain to live. They and the others were her crew- their life her prerogative.


“So I was made better than her, than you, better than anyone! You think that makes me more human? You think that makes me a better person? I couldn’t stop Carmen dying! You think it helps me deal with grief? You think the genetic perfections are an advantage?” Serena wanted him out. She wouldn’t leave a loose end with Gary- she knew him of old and his plan to survive would have been meticulously thought through. He would live if she did not finish him here- and to finish him, she needed him visible. 


“You’re the great Serena!” Gary countered, “Even Devlin was jealous of you! He was only an Alpha Silver! You’re the real McCoy! A Gold! One in a million! The perfect, blank white page…”


“The blank page only shows up my imperfections, Gary. We all have them. God knows- me more than most…” Serena wondered if she should die here, join Carmen in eternity. She did not know if there was a God, or if she should care. But at that moment, looking from the snarling infected clambering over the edge of the ladder, her crew watching her, pleading with her to make the jump, she made her choice.


She had the prerogative to live. 
The next infected reached the balcony but this time, Serena shook her head at Grant- let this one live. She turned and called out across the wind one last time.

“I’m going now, Gary. I doubt I’ll see you again…”

As the ship drifted closer, Gary appeared over the edge and spied Serena’s back. He only had his knife left now, though he could see his pistol lying around the curvature of the gantry out of Serena’s sight. She was about to leave, and Gary had one chance to end her life, and the knife was all he needed. Drawing his arm back, he judged the distance and threw.

…But Serena watched Paige’s face for the telltale sign of alarm and turned. In a blur, the knife sped towards its target as Serena’s hands closed about her face. She spun and went down on the gantry to a crouch, and her face hidden from everyone. Gary slid down the wall and landed on the gantry by his pistol, picking it up and advancing. She was dead- or at least injured, and now he would make sure.
Then Serena spun, unleashed the un-bloodied knife into his chest where it penetrated his lungs and knocked the breath from his body. She had caught the knife- perfect reflexes driven by the desire to stay alive. Gary’s eyes bulged, and he sank to his knees. Above them, an infected emerged onto the upper gantry and spied them both, salivating in its madness. Gary’s hands twitched nervously on his pistol, lacking the strength to raise it as she stepped forwards, one boot resting on the safety rail.

“You invited the infected into this world, Gary- I think it’s only fair I left you to them…”

As the infected from above leapt down, Serena turned and launched herself towards the cargo ramp, crossing the void with all the strength her legs could muster.

“Go!” Grant shouted the command and DeWolff activated the vertical thrust vector, climbing the Sirocco high above the tower. A light showed him the cargo bay doors closing, and he gunned the main engines, accelerating away from Breaker Ridge and climbing higher, ever higher into the sunlit sky. 

“Did we get her?” he asked without an answer as the light blue sky turned dark, then purple, then twilight. He could see Poise station, the assault carrier, and the lines of neutron satellites before him. “Did we get her?” he repeated, wondering how he could keep the crew going if Serena had died. He was happy to remain her first officer, glad to help the crew and content to back them up. August DeWolff did not want his first command of a haulage crew without.
“You’re in my seat” Serena she slipped into the co-pilot’s chair and keyed in her command codes. “You want to take her out or can I?” she asked, ready to assume primary pilot control as DeWolff nearly jumped out of his skin. 

“You could have warned me!” he complained, transferring control. “You have the reins…”

“Thanks…” she said, flying them past the network of beacons that re-activated seconds later, “…and thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, exhaling and sitting back. They had made it- over five hundred souls rescued but at a terrible cost in human life and the loss of one of their own- their pilot, their friend, Serena’s lover. DeWolff checked the instruments as Serena brought the ship in slow to recover their cargo module and he stood to leave. He would have to go EVA again with Grant to re-attach the module to their undercarriage. 

“Captain” he began as she slowed the ship, “I was out of it for a while with the flying. What took you so long?”

“I’ll tell you later” Serena did not smile. It was not a day for smiling.

“Later?” he asked, giving her the opportunity to talk if she wanted. 

“Captain’s prerogative…” was all she said. 

end
